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Foreword—1998

In this volume, Glen Elder gives us two classics in one. He does so by bringing together in one place two closely related bodies of his work, widely separated in their original date of publication, but highly relevant today both for advancing developmental research and for addressing the critical problems that confront American society at this point in our history. In his earlier work Children of the Great Depression, republished here after a quarter of a century, Elder challenged the then-prevailing, age- and stage-focused developmental theories and research designs by demonstrating, with compelling data, the profound effects of historical change on human development not only in the formative years but throughout the life course. That challenge still applies.

But Glen Elder has moved on. In a provocative last chapter based on analyses of successive follow-up studies conducted since the publication of his 1974 volume, Elder reports further evidence of a turnaround in developmentally disruptive trends: “To an unexpected degree, these children of the Great Depression followed a trajectory of resilience into the middle years of life. They were doing better than expected from the perspective of their social origins” (pp. 15—16). Among the subsequent life-course experiences identified as contributing most to this emergence of resilience and coping behavior were the following: taking advantage of newly created opportunities for obtaining higher education; marriage as a source of critical support during the young adult years; and, especially, service in the military. The beneficial  effects of these experiences were not simply additive; they reinforced each other. For example, military service “frequently provided new options for marriage and advanced education. Mobilization into the armed forces exposed men to potential mates and opened up opportunities for skill training and higher education. . . . Related to each of these developmental experiences is the educational opportunity offered by the GI Bill of Rights. . . . For example, nearly half of the California veterans reported having completed an educational degree on the GI Bill” (pp. 17—18). Also, the benefits were especially effective where they could make the biggest difference; for instance, “for veterans with a delinquent past who had entered the service at a young age. All of these experiences enhanced occupational job status, job stability, and economic well-being, independent of childhood differences and socioeconomic origins up to the middle years” (p. 22). As Elder himself said, “We don’t need wars to open up such opportunities.”

His repeated references to the GI Bill culminate in both a warning and a call to action for our times: “But not even great talent and industry can ensure life success over adversity without opportunity” (p. 26).

 



Urie Bronfenbrenner 
Jacob Gould Schurman 
Professor Emeritus of 
Human Development and 
of Psychology, Cornell 
University







Foreword

Depressions, wars, and periods of extreme social ferment often produce major reorientations of society. That the life course of individuals may also be reshaped by such periods of crisis is apparent from personal experience and from biographical studies. Some lives are cut short or stunted, while others find purpose and opportunity to achieve beyond all prior imaginings. In periods of crisis, the element of chance seems to play a major role in influencing life outcomes. At such times, we can hardly specify an expectable life course beyond the immediate impact of the crisis. The task of delineating “net effects,” of tracing out the various patterns of impact, response, and ultimate influence, seems almost insuperable. Only by combining historical, sociological, and psychological perspectives with detailed, longitudinal data on individual experiences, orientations, and behaviors can such an analysis be accomplished. This is precisely what Glen Elder has done in the present volume, and the accomplishment deserves comment.

This volume testifies at once to the value of long-range longitudinal research, to the dedication and foresight of those who established the Oakland Growth Study more than forty years ago, and to the extraordinary ingenuity and persistence of Glen Elder, who took data collected for totally different purposes, reconceptualized them, and brought them to bear on a set of significant sociological questions.  The Oakland Growth Study was established in 1931—32 by Herbert Stolz and Harold E. Jones as a means of examining the physiological, psychological, and social aspects of the pubertal transition. Hence its original name, the Adolescent Growth Study. From the time the study members entered Junior High School (at an average age of eleven or twelve) until they graduated from Senior High School some six years later, they were observed, questioned, measured, and tested on more than a hundred different occasions. Many of the techniques used, the best available at the time, seem quite primitive now. But they were applied with care—one might even say loving care. The predominant orientation of the early staff was that of child psychology. The development of the individual child was broadly viewed in its physical, cognitive, and social aspects, but relatively little attention was given to the conceptualization and measurement of socialization experiences. Yet there was certainly a recognition that parental behaviors and life circumstances made a difference. Harold Jones, in particular, was interested in the new developments in American social science relating to the measurement of social class. He saw to it that detailed data were collected on the characteristics of the home, the father’s occupation, and other facets of level of living.

It was my privilege to succeed Harold Jones as Director of the Institute of Human Development in 1960. As a newcomer to the institute, coming from a different discipline, I found the magnitude of the data archive there somewhat overwhelming. A major follow-up study of the subjects as they neared age 40 was approaching completion, under a grant from the Ford Foundation. Coding and rating of the new data were well under way, but analysis plans were fragmentary. The successive deaths of Else Frenkel-Brunswik and of Harold Jones, the two persons who had planned the  follow-up study, left the project without a senior supervisor. An enormously complex project had come very close to chaos.

When Glen Elder joined the staff in 1962, fresh from a post-doctoral year at the University of North Carolina, he had already been engaged in a large-scale study of adolescents and their families. He brought to the program a solid knowledge of sociological and social psychological research and theory on adolescent development along with a seemingly insatiable curiosity and a prodigious amount of energy. He was an ideal choice to work with me in bringing a sociological perspective to bear on the longitudinal data. It gradually became apparent, however, that our originally planned collaboration on a monograph on the family relations and career development of the subjects was to be a casualty of my inability to find sufficient time and energy after meeting my administrative commitments. This must have been an extremely frustrating experience for my associate, but he coped with it by undertaking a series of analyses of career development and marital histories that resulted in important contributions to knowledge. Subsequently, he conceived of viewing the data in historical perspective and of explicitly examining the ways in which the Great Depression modified the lives of the families and influenced the development of the children who were subjects in the research.

The story that unfolds in the present volume has high intrinsic interest and significance. It is a seminal contribution to the sociology of the life course. We know that “life chances” depend on historical circumstances and on one’s location in the social structure. But we are only beginning to formulate the nature of the linkages between particular kinds of experiences located in time and place, adaptive responses to these experiences, and long-term outcomes. Indeed, the great bulk of research  on socialization influences simply assumes that particular patterns of relationship, guidance, or activity will influence later outcomes. The researcher is seldom able to follow the subjects whom he studied in childhood and adolescence into their adult years. If there is an attempt to check on specific linkages between early experience and later personality characteristics or career lines, it usually entails starting from known outcomes and working backwards, using retrospective reports. But since the past is almost inevitably revised in retrospective reconstructions to accord with present perspectives, the cloak of evidence is of insubstantial fabric. Longitudinal studies or personal documents maintained over long periods of time afford the only adequate bases for tracing the linkages by which change comes about in the life course. Only through the use of such data can one delineate the sequence of events, relationships, and interpretations that underlie the individual’s commitments to career, family, and other spheres.

Even in longitudinal research there are inevitably gaps in one’s knowledge. One could not possibly monitor or review all of the salient experiences of a single individual, even if one knew how to ask all of the relevant questions. Under such circumstances, the richer and more diverse the data collected by earlier investigators, the greater the likelihood that their successors will be able to address research questions not previously formulated. By the same token, however, the task of winnowing the data will be more complex and time-consuming.

If available longitudinal data afforded a basis for this particular study, the explicit framework of cohort analysis here utilized goes a long step beyond most longitudinal research. Cohort analysis has been an honored technique in demographic research. It has been used less in sociological research and hardly at  all in social psychological inquiries. In cohort analysis, the investigator explicitly recognizes that human behavior must be viewed in its historical context. Ideally, he compares experience in different cohorts, and this is a task in which Glen Elder is currently engaged. The current volume examines the experience of a single cohort, but by ingenious subgroup analysis the researcher is able to show that the historical era impinged upon different families in significantly different ways.

This volume represents the product of nearly a decade of painstaking research effort, although its author has carried out and published many other, more limited, studies in the same period. To watch this research reach fruition has been a highly rewarding experience for me, and I believe that the reader who retraces the developmental steps of the Oakland study cohort will be similarly rewarded.

John A. Clausen
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I

Crisis and Adaptation: An Introduction


The city had been shaken for nearly six years by a catastrophe involving not only people’s values but, in the case of many, their very existence. Unlike most socially generated catastrophes. in this case virtually nobody in the community had been cushioned against the blow; the great knife of the depression had cut down impartially through the entire population, cleaving open the lives and hopes of rich as well as poor. The experience had been more nearly universal than any prolonged recent emotional experience in the city’s history; it had approached in its elemental shock the primary experiences of birth and death.

 



Middletown itself believes, not without some justification, that many families have been drawn together and “found” themselves in the depression. It is just as certainly true that in yet other families, the depression has precipitated a permanent sediment of disillusionment and bitterness, shown in part by the rapidity with which the divorce rate was climbing back toward its old level in 1935. Where the balance lies as between these two tendencies no one as yet knows.

 



[Newspaper Editorial] This Depression Has Its Points. Great spiritual values have come out of the depression. . . . Many a family that has lost its car has found its soul. . . . Nerves are not so jaded. Bodies are better rested, and though fine foods are not so plentiful, digestion is better. . . . Churches have been gaining . . . because some who were once members of golf clubs can no longer afford to play.

 



From Robert S. Lynd 
and Helen M. Lynd, 
Middletown 
in Transition.








1

The Depression Experience


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.

Charles Dickens

A Tale of Two Cities



From various quarters we are reminded of the “greatness” of the Great Depression, as seen in its costs to human lives and social institutions. But there is evidence on the other side which shows that much was learned, that the Depression was an instructive experience which produced novel social adaptations. Polarities of this sort have long been noted in the study of social change and crises (Sorokin 1942). Nevertheless, our theories and studies tend to slight the contrasting elements and consequences of historical events. To some historians, for example, the Great Depression is a watershed in the evolution of American society, while others stress the degree of continuity between institutional change in the post-1929 era and social reform during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. (For a critical analysis of the “discontinuity” thesis, see Kirkendall 1964.) In any specific analysis, crisis situations are seldom viewed in terms of their potential for adaptive change and pathology.

These diverse outcomes arise in part from variations in exposure to the historical event (not all Americans suffered heavy economic losses or unemployment in the 30s) and from the different resources of individuals and their interpretations of the situation. Economic stagnation and hardship visited all sections of the country as unemployment approached one-third of the work force in 1933 and a much larger percentage of Americans were placed on shortened hours and reduced paychecks, but these conditions varied across segments of the population, defined by age and sex, occupation, race, and residence.1 Evidence assembled by an economist suggests that this period was not a time of great economic deprivation for at least half of the population.2 Severe physical want and poverty were concentrated among the urban and rural lower classes, in particular, while status or reputation loss and related anxieties were especially common in the middle classes. In view of these variations and the diverse backgrounds of writers in the 30s, it is not surprising that we have markedly different interpretations of what America was like in the Depression. “In a vast country,  contradictory impressions were inevitable in the observations of journalists, novelists, and storytellers of vastly different backgrounds and predilections; contradictory viewpoints were often expressed by the same writer.”3


Questions of validity naturally arise from these contradictory reports, but this is more of a problem in reports that rely solely on the memories of persons, a relatively common source of data in recent books on this historical period (for example, Terkel 1970). The past is often reconstructed to fit the present. While the “good old days” are an enjoyable topic of conversation and improve with the telling, there is little reward in remembering the “bad days,” unless they reflect favorably on one’s present situation and successful ascent. In either case, memories yield an inaccurate picture of life experience in the Depression. Noting that many Americans who lived through the Depression are unwilling to talk about it, one writer observes that the passage of time has had an anesthetic effect on memories of the painful and unpleasant. “This may be nature’s way of maintaining the emotional stability of the human race, but it does not make for accurate history—we remember only what we want to remember.”4 As one critic exclaimed, “It’s strange, but everyone who writes about the thirties, writes about them defensively.”5


Reliable knowledge of social realities and life experiences in the Great Depression thus depends on the availability of archival data. The problem here is that such data are both limited and fixed. One does not have the option of collecting additional information to fill in the lacunae, which unfortunately are all too common. At most points in the Depression, for instance, the country did not have accurate nationwide statistics on the unemployment rate. Archival data from agency files have proved to be an invaluable source of information for community studies, but they offer very limited information on the subjective situation and experiences of families and individuals, especially in the lower strata.

Since the 1930s we have gained little reliable knowledge on family life during the Depression, and this is even more true of the experience of children under varying conditions of economic hardship. We also lack evidence on a question which has aroused much interest and speculation—the psychosocial effects of growing up in the 1930s. An example of this speculation is Herbert Gans’s assumption that the “low threshold for excitement” among Levittowners is due to their childhood experience in the Depression: “Excitement is identified with conflict, crisis, and deprivation. Most Levittowners grew up in the Depression, and, remembering the hard times of their childhood, they want to  protect themselves and their children from stress.”6 Other explanations, which apply to the aging process, are equally plausible.




The Research Problem and Approach 

This book is based on a study of the Depression experience in the lives of some Americans who were born in 1920—21 and in the lives of their parents, but it is more broadly concerned with the implications of drastic socioeconomic change for family change and intergenerational relations. We follow these children of the Depression from the early 30s in Oakland (California) through World War II, the postwar era of the 40s and 50s, and the early 60s.

Archival data in the Oakland Growth Study, located at the University of California (Institute of Human Development), offered a unique opportunity to identify economic change in family life and its consequences for persons born before the Great Depression. The project was launched in 1931 to study the physical, intellectual, and social development of boys and girls, and commenced data collection in 1932. The 167 children who were intensively studied from 1932 to 1939 were initially selected from the fifth and sixth grades of five elementary schools in the northeastern section of Oakland, California. According to the family background of enrolled students, two of the schools were largely working-class, one was lower-middle-class, and the other two were middle-class.

These children are representatives of only one of the age groups which passed through the Depression, but the 1916—25 cohort has historical significance as a major source of World War II veterans, the postwar “baby boom,” and the presumed generational gap (see Cain 1970, and Easterlin 1961). With few exceptions, the males served an average of three years in the armed forces during the war, and the females were occupied in the “familistic” postwar years with child rearing. Most of the men and women married during the war and had their first child shortly thereafter in a period of relative affluence. A large proportion of their children who entered colleges were enrolled during the student protests of the 1960s.

In a literal sense, these two generations are offspring of contrasting childhoods, one marked by scarcity and the other by affluence. A sharp contrast in childhoods also appears between the subjects and their parents, who were born before the turn of the century and entered the Depression in the prime years of life, their late 30s and early 40s. The  nonmanual fathers were generally self-employed merchants and professionals in the “old middle class.” Through marriage or occupational achievement, most of the offspring of these men established careers that are related to bureaucracies in the organizational society which evolved from the Depression era.

I start with the fact of differential economic loss among families and investigate its social and psychological effects; very little attention is given to factors which account for variations in the breadwinner’s economic and job loss. The first half of the book centers on variations in economic deprivation among families in the middle and working classes, as expressed in the family structure, social experience, and personality of the children; these effects are then traced in the later chapters to careers, values, and psychological functioning in adulthood. With socioeconomic change as the focal point, the study necessarily leads to various outcomes in the life span, as I conceptually specify its effects in family organization and life situations, and pursue their implications for adult experience. The analysis thus resembles a funnel, narrow or focused at the outset and broad in the adult years. It is important to make special note of this feature since the analytic requirements differ markedly from those of studies which center on a single outcome or dependent variable, for example, “What are the conditions under which rationalized economic behavior makes its appearance?”7


When we are interested in the primary sources of variation in a dependent variable, we tend to select independent variables for the analysis which will enable us (according to theory) to account for a creditable portion of this variation. What social factors, for example, are likely to account for variation in egalitarian sex-role orientation among women? for variation in the balance of marital power? In studies of such questions, the amount of explained variance is a reasonable criterion, among others, for evaluating both theory and results, but it has less value when the analyst focuses upon the effects of an independent variable or antecedent factor, as in the present study. Economic deprivation was selected for study on theoretical and historical grounds, not in terms of its presumed efficiency in predicting one or more dependent variables. In this regard, two kinds of outcomes will be of interest as we pose questions on the effect of economic deprivation in the life course: Does economic deprivation have an effect on a particular aspect of adult experience, and how does this effect compare with that of other relevant variables, such as family social class?—the question of relative effect; and, How is the effect linked to this aspect of adult life?—a question which centers on the interpretative task.


An Approach to Family Change 

In the realm of social change, the study is defined by its focus on actual families and individuals in concrete situations, as compared with the analysis of abstract social systems and structures. The socioeconomic change of families (with parents and children) is a strategic point at which to investigate the dynamics of generational change, of change between old and young in the succession of generations. If family adaptations to change are constructed from customary lines of action and features of the new situation, its perceived requirements and options, we are led to expect some restructuring of the child’s world—in relation to others, and in tasks within the household and extrafamilial settings. Whether intended or not, the actions of parents in response to situations of family change inevitably pattern or impinge on their children’s upbringing. Mothers who sought jobs in the Depression presumably did so in order to supplement family income, but their actions may have had a host of other consequences for the upbringing of their daughters. For example, the working mother would establish a behavioral model for her daughter and was likely to gain influence in family affairs, while the daughter was drawn more fully into household operations. Each of these conditions has implications for the learning or reinforcement of values.

This approach enables the analyst to gain some insight into the process by which change occurs,8 an admittedly neglected feature of prominent macrotheories on social change, for example, theories of class conflict and sociocultural evolution. The problem before us is not simply whether economic change produced family and generational change, or the nature of that change; it includes questions concerning the process by which such change occurred. What are the conceptual linkages between economic change and the adult careers of men and women who were children in the 30s? It may be clear from what has been said that basic features of this approach are indebted to the early work of William I. Thomas, and especially to his classic study (with F. Znaniecki) The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1918—20).9 Thomas trained his analytic eye on linkages between social structure and personality and made a convincing case for studying such linkages at points of discontinuity or incongruence between person and environment, as seen in his theory of crisis situations, of adaptations to new situations. From the vantage point of the present study, we also appreciate Thomas’s emphasis on developmental concepts of life experience, on the use of life records and histories.

The study of families in concrete situations of change meshes well with the analytic requirements of research on historical events in family change. A number of major events in the present century directly affected millions of family units—especially mass emigration (Europe to America, rural to urban), World Wars I and II (which at least temporarily removed fathers and sons through military service, and drew women into the labor force), and the Great Depression—but events of this sort rarely enter accounts of family change. From the typical text on family systems in America, one would never grasp the implications of these event-structured conditions for the organization, adaptations, and change of families. Some relevant studies are available in the literature, from research on families in crisis to longitudinal studies of family units, but the findings have not brought much progress toward an understanding of family and intergenerational change (cf. Goode 1968). While the present study is severely limited as a study of family change, owing to archival resources, it does make a preliminary venture in this direction by tracing the impact of socioeconomic change to the family and life course.


Concepts in the Analytic Framework 

The study relies most heavily upon five concepts: economic deprivation, crisis or problem situation, adaptation, linkage, and cohort. Our comparison of birth cohorts (mainly parents and children in the Oakland study) will utilize the concepts of crisis, adaptation, and linkage in an effort to assess and interpret the effects of economic deprivation. Such comparisons rest on the assumption that social change has differential consequences for persons of unlike age, which suggests that age variations are related to variations in the meaning of a situation, in adaptive potential or options, and thus in linkages between the event and the life course. We assume that children experienced the effects of economic deprivation primarily through family adaptations, for example, change in consumption and production activities.


Economic deprivation as decremental change. Economic deprivation refers to a decremental mode of economic change, not to persistent deprivation in chronic unemployment, public assistance, or poverty. By decremental change, we mean a loss in the economic status of a family between two points in time, between 1929 and the year most economic indicators reached their lowest point in time, the year of 1933. For most families, the lowest point did not remain a stable condition; as the economy improved in the last half of the 30s and the nation mobilized for war, family status generally improved accordingly.

However drastic, economic declines of a temporary nature present different implications for family and child than does a chronic state of deprivation. During the 1960s, the concept of deprivation drew attention to lower-class populations of children and, with few exceptions, tended to link social and economic forms of deprivation with pathological outcomes in personality development. If conditions in the lower strata are an extreme form of deprivation, their effects on the development of children are by no means uniformly negative (U.S. Dept. of HEW 1968). The association between these environmental factors and psychological impairment is well known, but deprivation may under some conditions eventuate in resourcefulness, adaptive skills, and mature responsibility. This outcome is more likely in the case of decremental change, which is not restricted to families in which parents and children generally rank low on adaptive resources—cultural, educational or intellectual, etc. The study of adaptive potential is enhanced when the field of investigation is broadened to include families from the middle class, and especially when their economic decline is due mainly to structural dislocations in the economy (as against deficiencies of the breadwinner). Such downward movement has occurred since 1950 through plant closings, the curtailment of divisions within large corporations, and general reductions in the employment of skilled men, but the most dramatic example is seen in the Great Depression. For the middle class, in particular, deprivational conditions were novel events which called for new adaptations in economic maintenance, family organization, and child socialization. The present study includes a large proportion of deprived families which were located in the middle class before the onset of hard times.


Crisis and adaptation. At first thought, crisis situations would seem to require little clarification; most of us have a rather clear idea of what the term refers to—social dislocation, disruption, strain. Crises are a continuing source of fascination to students of human society, and with good reason; they reveal the inner workings of group life, its unquestioned premises and problematic features, and arouse the adaptive impulse in social transformations. As Nesbit observes, “no substantial change in social group or organization, or in the structure of any form of social behavior, takes place except under the impact of events that cause crises” (1970, p. 328). And it is generally agreed that the Great Depression was a crisis of this magnitude in American life, or more generally in industrialized, Western societies; to study crises of this sort is to explore the incipient process of adaptation and change.10 But what are the elements that make a crisis?

As applied in this study, crisis refers to a problematic disparity between the claims of a family in a situation and its control of outcomes  or, more specifically, to a gap between socioeconomic needs and the ability to satisfy them.11 Crises may thus arise when claims are elevated well beyond control potential and realities, or when changes in the situation markedly diminish control of outcomes. The former condition is likely to emerge in periods of growth and affluence, the latter in economic depressions. Assuming an initial stability in expectation, the breadwinner’s loss of income would diminish his family’s control options while increasing its economic needs.

Crisis situations are a fruitful point at which to study change since they challenge customary interpretations of reality and undermine established routines. The disruption of habitual ways of life produce new stimuli which elicit attention and arouse consciousness of self and others. Control over events becomes problematic when old ways are found lacking as means for dealing with social demands and satisfying basic needs or standards. Situations enter the crisis stage when they are interpreted or defined as such by a group or individual, and thus constitute a problem which calls for novel solutions and lines of adaptation. For the child in a family which has suddenly lost income and status, adaptation may involve redefinition of self and others, the restructuring or clarifications of goals, and the assumption of a new status or role.

Crises do not reside within the individual or situation but rather arise from interaction between an individual and a particular situation; they emerge at the interface of individual and social situation, of group and its social environment. A crisis situation thus refers to a type of asynchrony in the relationship between person or group and the environment. Adaptations to crisis situations are ways of dealing with resources and options that are employed in order to achieve control over the environment or life situation, to solve problems that arise from the disparity between claims and control of outcomes. For the economically deprived family, lines of adaptation would include a reduction in consumption of material goods, reliance on more labor intensive methods in securing goods and services, the employment of mother and older children.

Just as crises emerge from the interaction of individual or group and situation, so also do lines of adaptation. In terms of the individual, a problematic disparity between claims and control activates consciousness, attentional capacities, and methods of problem solving in the construction of new forms of adaptation. Environmental factors influence this process through social options (perceived and objective), adaptive requirements or situational demands, and support from others in shared resources and social reinforcement. The degree of choice or volition in the adaptational process is an empirical question. Under  what conditions do actors have a particular choice among lines of action? These distinctions are discussed at greater length in chapter 2.

Two sets of individual characteristics bear upon the adaptational process: claims or expectations with respect to outcomes, and modes of adaptive potential. For parents and children in the present study, this potential refers mainly to resources, to their mobilization and coordination. Some years ago, Thomas observed that the mind operates through knowledge, which is based on “memory and the ability to compare a present situation with similar situations in the past and to revise our judgement and actions in view of the past experiences” (Volkhart 1951, p. 218). Life organization, in Thomas’s analytic scheme, represents the totality of intellectual methods of controlling reality, as formulated within the individual’s career. Life organization is thus constructed and reconstructed in the course of self-reflection at crisis points “when new experiences cannot be practically assimilated to the old ones” (Volkhart 1951, p. 157). In modern psychology, these methods of control would include the array of coping mechanisms, i.e., concentration, tolerance of ambiguity, empathy, objectivity, etc.12


Resilience and resourcefulness come to mind when we think of personal attributes that make a difference in a person’s ability to cope with unusual problems and setbacks in life. From a developmental perspective, we could trace these attributes to past experiences in surmounting hardships. Experience of this sort is a major element of preparation for the demands of problem situations, and various studies have linked preparedness to effective adaptation. However, the crucial factor in such experience is whether it is marked by failure or growth through successful management (see Levine and Scotch 1970, esp. chap. 10). Success experiences across different situations develop a repertoire of adaptive acts, an array of skills enabling resourcefulness and flexibility. Resilience connotes an image of the competent self, consisting of personal worth, of self-confidence, inner security, and self-control (Smith, in Clausen 1968). In chapter 2 we shall view the mental ability and class position of parents and children as two general indicators of their adaptive potential in situations of family change.

In this study we are interested in the responses of both individuals and groups to socioeconomic change in the Depression; in the adaptation of parents and children, on the one hand, and of the family unit, on the other. Over the years, research has identified two general dimensions of a family’s adaptive potential in a crisis situation: adaptability and integration. An example is Robert Angell’s study (1936) of middle-class families in the Depression.13 Selected components of family adaptability, outlined in Reuben Hill’s pioneering Families under Stress (1949) roughly correspond to elements of adaptive potential  that we specified on the individual level. These include flexibility of commitment to physical standards of living, flexibility of role relationships, and success in meeting prior crises. The picture becomes more complex when we note that nuclear families with children are composed of three units or subsystems: conjugal, parent-child, and sibling. Each unit has its own requirements, even though interdependent, which suggests that adaptations to economic hardship may vary widely in effectiveness across these domains within the same family. As Hill observes, “there is no guarantee that pairs which have worked out a satisfactory marital relationship are competent to assume the responsibilities of parenthood with its challenging troubles and sicknesses, its jealousies and competitions, and its heavy obligations” (Hill 1949, p. 321). We shall give special attention to adaptations in marriage and parent-child relations.

When we speak of the consequences of adaptation we refer to outcomes that are evaluated according to criteria which pertain to the welfare of a group or individual. Since any line of action impinges on the welfare of the actor and various others, these evaluative frameworks can lead to markedly different assessments of consequences. Consider the effects of a mother’s employment. How does this activity bear upon the family’s economic welfare, the harmony or stability of the marriage, child rearing, the psychological well-being of the mother herself? In a value climate which did not favor the employment of mothers, the benefits of earnings could be offset by greater marital turmoil and the aggravated emotional state of the unemployed husband. Economic benefits can be viewed as the intended consequence of a mother’s entry into the labor market; she seeks work in order to help meet family needs, not to gain greater influence in marital or family affairs or to disparage her husband as a breadwinner.

Under the compelling requirements of economic survival, rationales for adaptation are apt to be highly restricted in scope and time perspective. 14 Scope refers to the breadth of considerations at a point in time, such as a narrow interpretation of the effects of aid from relatives and public assistance. An emergency situation implies that short-run considerations outweigh the potential consequences of action for the future welfare of the family or individual. This characterization of adaptations to change (in which the intended effects are narrowly defined within the present) broadens the field of unintended outcomes and takes issue with a prominent interpretation of social change in child socialization: at points of change, the socialization of children is altered through parental adaptations to the anticipated future of their offspring.

Inkeles argues that “parents who have experienced extreme social change seek to raise their children differently from the way in which they were brought up, purposively adapting their child rearing practices to train children better suited to meet life in the changed world as the parents see it.”15 This perspective assumes a high degree of future awareness, rationality, and choice in parental behavior, and thus seems most applicable to situations in which family survival is not at stake. In a survival context, the unintended consequences of family responses to immediate needs play an important part in structuring a child’s experience. Change in the division of labor and authority pattern may be adaptive for the family as a whole in the Depression, in terms of survival, and yet ultimately handicap the life prospects of children; what is adaptive for the social unit in a crisis situation may not be so for the lives of individual members. As we shall see, the socialization environment and the response of parents to children in deprived situations during the 30s had much less to do with their anticipation of life in the future than with the immediacy of survival requirements.


Linking socioeconomic change to life experience and personality. In this study, we shall formulate analytic models which specify linkages between socioeconomic change in the Depression and its psychosocial effects within the life course. On the theoretical level, linkages provide answers to the question of why economic change has particular effects; they offer an interpretation of the relationship, an account of the process or mechanisms through which social change influences personality and behavior.16


To illustrate the construction of theoretical linkages, let us consider the hypothetical relation between the economic deprivation of a family unit in the Depression and the marital orientation of daughters. We assume that economic deprivation fosters a relatively early interest in marriage among girls through interpersonal strains in the family and domestic socialization. Two questions are posed by this analytic model; does family deprivation have such an effect on marital orientation, and is it mediated by the specified intervening variables? Another question concerns the relative importance of the two proposed linkages; does economic deprivation affect marital interest mainly through family strains or through domestic influences in the household? To identify the particular relevance of these global constructs for orientation to marriage, we convert each to more specific and concrete manifestations. Family strain is thus phrased as marital conflict and emotional estrangement from father; domestic socialization as mother’s centrality in the family, the daughter’s role in the household, and lack of parental support for the daughter’s higher education. This procedure in formulating  conceptual bridges between antecedent and consequent variables will be employed repeatedly in the analysis, as we draw upon extant theories and move beyond them.

There is little evidence of these bridges in conceptualizations of the Depression experience in human lives. In the case of a hypothesized association between family deprivation in the 30s and adult psychological health, we are left with questions of why and how, of theoretical specification and empirical test. To interpret this relationship, we need to specify and investigate the intervening linkages, which undoubtedly include aspects of adult experience. Deficiencies of this sort are especially common in speculation which links the work values of men to early experiences in the Depression.17 A proponent of this “theory” might argue that economic hardship and unemployment increased the value of work and job security in the minds of young boys through exposure to parental hardships and generalized deprivation in the community. Even if data in the 30s show value differences along this line, can we assume that they will persist into the adult years? If some boys in a deprived group enter white collar careers and others end up in manual jobs, is it likely that these differences in worklife will make no difference in the relation between family background and adult values?

We have organized the analysis along the lines of a multistage approach, beginning with an assessment of the most immediate effects of economic deprivation, in terms of family adaptations, and concluding with adult outcomes of the Depression experience and their linkages to economic change. Outcomes of the first part of the analysis thus become potential linkages in the model as we move to the adult years.

The most general analytic model defines family adaptation and conditions as linkages between economic deprivation and the child. These linkages, which are discussed more fully in chapter 2, include: change in the division of labor—the necessity for new forms of economic maintenance alters the domestic and economic roles of family members, shifting responsibilities to mother and the older children; change in family relationships—father’s loss of economic status and resulting adaptations in family maintenance increase the relative power of mother, reduce the level and effectiveness of parental control, and lessen the attractiveness of father as a model; and social strains in the family—status ambiguity, conflicts, and emotional distress are a consequence of diminished resources, loss or impairment of parents, and inconsistency in the status of the family and its members.

This approach will generate complex networks as we trace out the effects of socioeconomic change to aspects of family life and beyond; multiple lines of analysis branch out in different directions. Consider  the implications of a change in the division of labor in which the mother seeks employment, the daughter assumes a major role in the household, and the eldest son acquires part-time work. Each of these emergent activities presents an array of implications for parents, children, and the family unit as a whole. Mother’s entry into the labor force has potential consequences for the household responsibilities of other family members, for the balance of power in marriage, and the parental role model. To manage such complexity, we shall break networks of relationships into analytic segments and employ multivariate procedures.

In the course of this study, the concept of linkage will serve a useful purpose if it but reminds us that an association between variables at T1 and T2 is little more than a point of departure in the research process; that we are still faced with the problem of accounting for the relationship. In some cases, alternative interpretations will not have the benefit of an empirical test, owing to data limitations. Or the data may permit only a rough indication of intervening conditions. Even so, there is a discipline in linking constructs, conceptually and empirically, which alerts us to an essential dimension of the research task.


Cohort and subgroup comparisons. Three group distinctions enter into our assessment of economic change in family adaptations and life outcomes: birth cohorts, status groups within a particular cohort, and economic sectors of status groups. Cohorts and their components are associated with particular life experiences, opportunities, and resources which bear upon the deprivational experience of individuals in the Depression.18


As members of the same family unit, parents and children in the Oakland sample would obviously share many situations in the Depression, though not from the same vantage point, owing to generational differences in childhood environment, career, and life stage in 1930. Each generation is distinguished by the historical logic and shared experience of growing up in a different time period, and by the correlated activities, resources, and obligations of their life stage. Particularly in times of rapid change, individuals are thought to acquire a distinct outlook and philosophy from the historical world, defined by their birthdate, an outlook that reflects lives lived interdependently in a particular historical context.

In times of drastic change, the history and career stage of a cohort shape situational interpretations and lines of adaptation. As each cohort encounters an historical event, whether depression or prosperity, it “is distinctively marked by the career stage it occupies” (Ryder 1965, p. 846). While the Oakland parents were directly implicated in  the responsibilities and shame of family hardships, their children were too young to experience personal failure in economic roles, or to assume major obligations in this area. For the latter group, adaptive options and vulnerability to family deprivation were structured by its age status, social and developmental. At the time of maximum hardship in the early 30s, the Oakland children were well beyond the dependency stage of early childhood, with its consequences for intellectual and emotional development, and they reached the age of majority after opportunities had improved through nationwide mobilization for war. Persons born ten years before the Oakland children would have entered the labor force during the worst phase of the economic collapse, while the welfare of persons in the 1929 cohort would have been entirely dependent on conditions in their families. These differences clearly suggest the risk of generalizing across cohorts on the Depression experience.

In cohort analysis, it is recognized that a specific stimulus condition in an historical period tends to vary in its effect across different subsets of the age group, defined by class, sex, ethnicity, etc. Karl Mannheim has referred to these subsets as generation units (1952, pp. 276—322). On class variation, we know that middle-class families which have never encountered hard times are especially susceptible to the psychic trauma of joblessness and loss of property. They are most likely to define unemployment and income losses as stressful, and “to overestimate the hardships which they define as threats to their social position and aspirations of their children” (Hansen and Hill 1964, p. 803). But one cannot assume that a particular stimulus has similar intensity and duration among even a majority of the members of a specific status group. Available records show a wide range of deprivational experiences among middle-class families in the Depression and even among the families of unemployed men. Since behavior is a function of both group or individual and situation, their properties must be included in any assessment of adaptations to economic deprivation.

This study focuses on intragroup variation, in contrast to the traditional intercohort model; on deprivational categories of families and individuals within class groups of a specific birth cohort. The analysis is structured around four groups of parents and children, defined by social class in 1929 and relative income loss between 1929 and 1933. Within the middle and working class, we shall compare the life experience and personality of persons who were brought up in relatively nondeprived and deprived families. The income loss of nondeprived families averaged slightly less than 20 percent, which is roughly equivalent to the decline in cost of living up to 1932. Most deprived families  in both social classes suffered economic losses which exceeded half of their 1929 income.

The children selected for the study were born during the first two years of the twenties, were preadolescents and adolescents during the Depression decade, and graduated from high school just before World War II. All of the children selected for the study were white, most were Protestant, and approximately three-fifths came from middle-class homes. The group of nonmanual families was almost entirely working class (as against lower class). Three-fourths of the families were intact throughout the Depression and were headed by native-born parents. The median IQ of the children, based on an average of scores on the 1933 and 1938 Stanford-Binet, was approximately 113.

Willingness of parents to cooperate and their stated intention to remain in the city in the foreseeable future were the primary criteria used in selecting the subjects and their families for the study. While these procedures are likely to produce some bias toward the selection of middle-class families, a comparison of the Oakland Growth Study sample with cross-section samples of children in the junior and senior high schools attended by the subjects showed no significant percentage difference in this direction (see table A-33; note that all tables numbered with the prefix “A” are to be found in Appendix A). Approximately 53 to 63 percent of the children in these schools were middle-class. All of the children attended the same junior high school and with few exceptions they also entered the same high school. In the early thirties, the junior high school served approximately 1,000 children and was staffed by 38 teachers. The larger high school, with some 1,900 students and 92 staff members, was primarily geared to college preparatory studies.

During the 1930s, data on the children were obtained from staff observations and ratings of social and emotional behavior, from self-report questionnaires and teachers, and from interviews with mothers.19 One hundred and forty-five members of the adolescent sample were contacted in at least one of three adult follow-ups. The first follow-up (1953—54) entailed a series of interviews, personality inventories, and a psychiatric assessment. The second (1957—58) involved primarily a series of lengthy interviews, averaging twelve hours. The third (1964) included interviews and a mailed questionnaire. From these data, a life history protocol was constructed up to 1958 for each member of the study. No differences were found between the adolescent and the adult samples in IQ, family social class in 1929, ethnicity, and household structure. A more complete description of the sample and major sources of data are presented in the appendix.




Socioeconomic Conditions in Oakland and the Nation 

Interpretations of the analysis must take into account the degree to which socioeconomic conditions in Oakland were comparable to conditions in other urban centers and areas of the country. Even though children in the Oakland study closely resembled their schoolmates in family characteristics, results from the analysis would have very limited generality if socioeconomic conditions in Oakland and the surrounding Bay area were substantially less severe than in other cities. Given the systemic character of the economy, it is not surprising that economic declines in major industries were interdependent and extended across state boundaries. Thus we find that New York and California were among those states with the highest rate of unemployment. However, the full brunt of the Depression was felt approximately six months later in California than among the industrial states of the Northeast (Huntington 1939, p. 7).

Oakland is situated on the east shore of San Francisco Bay and is part of a densely populated area composed of Berkeley on the north and a number of smaller communities on the south. In 1929, the city was a rapidly growing metropolis with a population of 284,000, serving as a major transportation and distribution center for the Bay Area and the West. The civilian labor force was equally divided among service, distribution, and conversion industries. A total of 126 national industries in the city had 48,000 employees on the payroll in 1929. Shipbuilding, utilities, rail and air transportation facilities were prominent employers. Just prior to the Depression, the vice-president of the American Trust Company in the city observed that “industrially, Oakland has ranked among the three fastest growing cities of this country.” This picture of economic health changed dramatically in the Depression.

On most indicators of the national economy, the lowest point in the first half of the thirties was reached during the first months of 1933, and this was true of California and Oakland as well. Thereafter a steady rise occurred in employment, commerce, and industrial activity up to the sudden but less prolonged decline of 1937—38. For the nation as a whole, employment in manufacturing industries had dropped to 55 percent by 1933 (1926 = 100); in California the comparable figure was 54 percent (Huntington 1939).

Using available unemployment data, a study sponsored by a research group in social economics at the University of California estimated  that approximately one-third of the normally employed in the United States were unemployed in 1933. By the latter part of 1934, nearly a fourth of this group was still unemployed. The unemployed category included persons out of a job, able to work, and looking for a job on the day preceding the enumerator’s call, and persons who were temporarily laid off from their job. In California and Oakland, approximately 30 percent of the normally employed were out of work in 1932. And between 1928 and 1933, the average number of families receiving publicly funded relief in Alameda county, of which Oakland is a part, increased sevenfold. Comparable increases were reported for Los Angeles and San Francisco.

Another indication of the relative status of Oakland in the Depression was obtained by comparing the city with selected metropolitan centers on three indicators of economic conditions: the number of building permits issued, as a measure of construction activity; net sales in retail trade, an index of commercial activity; and employment in retail trade. The six cities included in the comparison were San Francisco, Los Angeles, Detroit, Cleveland, Atlanta, and Philadelphia. On all three indexes, the economic decline between 1929 and 1933 in Oakland was comparable to the average decline in the other cities (see table A-1). In 1933, the number of building permits issued was only 40 percent in the city of Oakland. The decline was greater in Detroit, Cleveland, and Philadelphia, but the average loss for all of the comparison cities was very close to the Oakland figure (42 percent).

An upswing in construction activity between 1933 and 1937 was more pronounced in Oakland than in the other major cities, although no differences in recovery appear in retail sales and employment. Net sales in retail trade averaged 50 percent for the six comparison cities in 1933, as compared to 51 percent for Oakland. Employment in retail trade reached a low point of 70 percent in 1933 for the comparison cities, and did not differ appreciably from the decline in Oakland. Overall it appears that Oakland is within the middle range on these measures of economic conditions. Economic decline was more severe in Detroit and Cleveland, and less so in San Francisco and Atlanta.

The most appropriate index for comparing the economic loss of families in the longitudinal study, in Oakland and in the country as a whole, is median family income. As noted earlier, economic deprivation in the Oakland study is based on relative loss in reported family income from 1929 through 1933, the low point on economic indicators. In 1929, the median income of families in the sample was $3,179, in comparison to $1,911 in 1933—a decline of slightly less than 40 percent. We were unable to obtain data on family income for Oakland, and precise data for the country were not available before 1935.  According to rough estimates, the average family income for American families in 1929 was $2,300; this figure dropped by nearly 40 percent to approximately $1,500 in 1933. A similar decline was found by comparing national income data from unaudited taxpayer returns in 1929 and 1933, although the average figures for each year ($3,156 and $1,989) are substantially inflated by the exclusion of individuals who reported no net income in these years.20 If the percentage loss of income shown in these data is reliable, economic decline in the Oakland sample does not appear to be out of line with the average loss among families in the country as a whole.

Some evidence of citizen attitudes and reactions concerning economic conditions in Oakland is found in the more popular views expressed in letters to the local newspaper. One such viewpoint expressed the belief that city employees should receive substantial cuts in wages and salaries to bring them in line with the economic status of the average resident: civil service employees were living high off public funds, teachers’ salaries were too high, and firemen and policemen should voluntarily take reductions in their wages. On the other side of the issue, City Hall was a frequent target of abuse for its efforts to economize through the reduction of funds for schools and public services.

In view of these conditions, the attitudes and perceptions of some high officials in City Hall strangely reflect an entirely different world. Concerning the economic health of the city in 1933, the mayor observed that “Oakland is one of the few American cities to have remained completely solvent throughout this period of economic strife.” Congruent with this image is a local history of Oakland during the Depression which presents a more positive description of socio-economic conditions than is warranted by statistics collected by state and federal agencies.21 Given the investment of city officials in a prosperous community and optimistic future, it would not be surprising if they selectively used observations and statistics to construct this image. Denial of economic realities and human suffering was one of the more common political responses during the early years of the Depression. In their classic study of a Midwestern community, Middletown in Transition (1937), the Lynds describe the tenacious commitment of business and political leaders to an optimistic future and their insensitivity to the physical want and suffering of severely deprived residents. Though statistics on Oakland and other cities in the Depression are both scarce and unsatisfactory on a number of counts, there is no evidence that economic conditions in Oakland were out of line with those in other major cities.




Researching the Past: A Cautionary Note 

A study based on archival data inevitably faces a certain disparity and degree of tension between ideal models and possibilities in the research process. The problem at hand establishes a set of requirements for suitable data and features of the research design, but the investigator’s options are constrained by decisions and actions in the past. Archival data are givens which have a tendency to be not quite what the researcher would like. To be sure, history, as well as longitudinal research, could be more adequate or accurate than it is if “people would only take more care and leave appropriate records of their conduct,”22 though appropriateness itself is historically bounded. Criteria change with intellectual cycles and social problems, along with methodological preferences. Given these circumstances, there is virtue in data collection whose scope leaves open a wide range of possibilities for research.

The Oakland Growth Study was not designed in any explicit sense for research on the effects of economic deprivation in the Great Depression, though staff members were very much aware of these effects in the lives of parents and their offspring. The most crucial and fortunate aspect of the data archive, in terms of the present study, was the availability of socioeconomic information for 1929 and 1933. Of all years in the Depression, these two were the most important for a comparative assessment of economic change.

From its inception, the Oakland study focused more on the biological and psychological aspects of human development than on sociocultural phenomena, and yet the files contained substantial information on family life, school and social experiences, and on the larger milieu of the 30s. As of 1962, most of this information had not been coded or processed for statistical analysis. From the standpoint of family life in the Depression, the archive’s major deficiency is the lack of information on fathers. They were not regarded by behavioral scientists in the 30s as a key figure in socialization, and they appear in the present study only as perceived by other family members; no data were directly obtained from them.

Overall, the primary sources of information include staff observers, the subjects themselves, and their mothers, classmates, and teachers. As one might expect, research procedures in the study provide a historical portrait of the “state of the art” at the time. Study participants were not recruited from a probability sampling frame, and the  sample size is modest at best; little attention was given to sampling and the problems associated with generalization. On the positive side, repeated use of identical instruments permitted the construction of relatively stable measurements of a number of key variables for the first and latter half of the Depression decade. These instruments are described in detail in Appendix B, along with an evaluation of sources of error and modes of statistical analysis.

Other sample problems are inherent in the design of long-term longitudinal studies. These include sample attrition, and effects of study participation. We have noted that attrition between the adolescent and adult years did not produce a difference between the family characteristics and intelligence of the study sample at these two points in time. However, continued participation in the study may well have had some effect on the subjects, and there is no satisfactory way to assess this impact. Despite these various limitations, the Oakland study offers greater resources and options than other sources of data on children of the Depression and their lives in adulthood.

At first thought, there appears to be no reason why information which is missing in the data archive of a longitudinal study could not be obtained from the adult subjects through either retrospective or contemporaneous reports. This option is frequently not available, however, and for a number of important reasons. The researcher in a long-term project, such as the Oakland study, does not have the privilege to collect the data he needs when he needs it, unless his plans coincide with the overall plan for data collection. Unregulated requests for data would thoroughly disrupt orderly data collection and exhaust the goodwill of the subjects. The interests of the individual researcher should be subordinated to the long-term interests of the project. This necessary limitation is clearly illustrated by the following conflict of interests. In the present study, a comparative analysis of persons from the Depression and postwar generations would have been possible with appropriate data on the subjects’ offspring. However, such contact was in direct conflict with a major follow-up that was scheduled in the near future.

If we could return to the 1920s and design a study of families and children in the light of current knowledge and resources, we would employ probability procedures in sampling and a panel design which extends from the pre-Depression era through the 1930s and follows the children into their adult years. A panel design would enable both pre- and postmeasurements, relative to conditions in the Depression, and thereby facilitate causal analyses of family and individual change resulting from economic deprivation. Despite valiant efforts to promote well-designed studies of families and children in the Depression, the  best-known studies are small in scale, were launched after 1929, and used selective, unrepresentative samples. Research from the Depression era does not include a single study which satisfactorily incorporates the above features, and even the available demographic data on socio-economic conditions are deficient by contemporary standards. Nevertheless, an investigation of human lives and experiences in this extraordinary period of history has no satisfactory alternative to the adaptation of existing records for research purposes, however limited, using ingenuity and proper caution. The moral for the secondary analyst is “to make the best of what we have” (Hyman 1972, p. 281).23


Historical accounts of human adaptations to crisis situations are generally distinguished by their emphasis on either a narrative chronology of events and action or analysis within a conceptual framework. Both strategies have made substantial contributions toward understanding the past, and each generates knowledge or data which is invaluable for the other, though it is difficult to satisfy both aims in a single work. The flow of events is interrupted, for example, when the author steps back to “take stock” and then proceeds with the narrative. Indeed, the sacrifice may be such that neither aim is adequately met. First priority in the following account is given to a comparative analysis of children who grew up in relatively nondeprived and deprived families within the middle and working classes; and especially to conditions which link their social experience, personality, and life course to economic deprivation and class origin in the 30s. But we also intend to place the analysis within the historical context and the sequential pattern of events in the life course of the Oakland cohort. Hopefully, this approach will tell a story of how the lives of these Americans were shaped by the Depression experience.

Human adaptations in crisis situations have been researched in a large number of studies which suggest hypotheses that are directly relevant to the life situation of the Depression children (see chapter 2). But we are less concerned with the test of key hypotheses than with the overall pattern of results, with their direction, size, consistency, and overall configuration. In small longitudinal samples, the meaningfulness of results is especially dependent on this overview. Statistical tests will be used at points, but only as one criterion, among others, for evaluating differences and relationships. Even findings of borderline significance in small samples may yield challenging clues and problems for future study.

The value of this research can be assessed from at least two vantage points: as a contribution to our understanding of social change, expressed through family change and intergenerational relations generally, and as a source of insight into family life and individual  adaptations in the Great Depression and the life consequences of such adaptations for veterans of this historic epoch. Given the best of all possible worlds, the results will make contributions to our knowledge in both areas, though failure to break new ground on the human effects of economic deprivation would not be fatal as long as we gained some understanding of these effects in the Depression experience. The Depression generations have been a major force in the profound changes that have occurred in American society since the 1930s; yet their varied experiences in the 1930s are largely unknown, and no study has related these experiences to personality formation and adult careers. Continuities and contrasts between parents and their Depression-reared offspring in family relations and values may be an important factor in understanding contemporary intergenerational relations and family change.

More generally, we find that most research on the psychosocial effects of economic deprivation is based on cross-sectional samples of lower-class populations. By focusing on extreme, persistent deprivation and its correlation with disability, we have ignored the social-psychological problem of downward mobility from the upper classes, whether temporary or not. The present study of decremental change in the Depression includes a sizable proportion of children from families which were located in the middle class before the Depression, and directs attention to adaptive resources in the relation between deprivation and human development, as indexed by class position and intelligence. Downward mobility, unemployment, and economic loss are experienced by significant numbers of high-status families in contemporary society and have become serious problems in some areas during the economic recession of the late 60s and early 70s.24 Even voluntary career changes among the highly skilled occasionally entail substantial economic loss and stringent austerity. Results from this longitudinal investigation should be of value in broadening present knowledge concerning the psychosocial effects of parental career change on children, and the conditions associated with specific deprivational effects in childhood and the adult years, whether pathogenic or growth-promoting. 25


A valuable outcome of any research is its heuristic contribution, and this is especially true of studies in relatively uncharted domains. In these contexts, longitudinal projects become a valuable source of hypotheses and are uniquely suited, as Kessen has noted,26 for posing fresh perspectives and opening up new areas for fruitful study. These outcomes are perhaps the most appropriate measure of the present study’s contribution to an understanding of human adaptation to socioeconomic change.






2

Adaptations to Economic Deprivation


A crisis is a crisis precisely because men cannot act effectively together. . . . Some emergency action is required.

Tamotsu Shibutani

Improvised News



Economic change in the Depression produced a crisis for many families, and called out a wide range of adaptive responses. According to available records, deprived families generally followed a course of adjustment from crisis to disorientation or disorganization and then to partial recovery through new modes of action and eventual stabilization (see Bakke 1940; Hansen and Hill 1964). The lines of adaptation worked out by parents in turn impinged upon the experiences of their children.

As a point of departure for the current research, we shall first examine theory and findings from other studies which have focused on the adaptation of families to depression and deprivation. Particular attention is given to the division of labor in economic maintenance, to marital power and parent-child relations, and to their implications for the family experience of children. The latter half of the chapter relates status change to personality and achievement, and explores the role of adaptive potential in mediating the effects of economic hardship on psychological well-being.




Deprivation and Adaptations in the Family 

Economic deprivation tends to generate pressures for change in three areas: in family maintenance, in the perceived status or position of the family, and in the breadwinner’s status within the family. The story of family maintenance in the Depression can be expressed as three modes of adaptation: family needs or claims, consumption (the purchase of goods and services), and economic resources (earnings, savings, property, financial aid, etc.). The initial problem of economic deprivation concerned the disparity between income on the one hand, and family needs and its customary level of consumption on the other. Some families could maintain their financial status, despite loss of the  breadwinner’s earnings, by relying upon savings, loans, and the new earnings of other family members. But as the economic situation worsened, pressure increased to bring needs and consumption in line with financial realities. One consequence of this accommodation is reflected in change toward a more labor-intensive household economy; more goods and services were provided through the labor of family members—family gardens, canning, making clothes, laundering, etc.

Status interests in expenditures were generally subordinated to the material needs of the family as economic hardships became more severe. In a New England community, the adjustments of unemployed workers and their families were found to be correlated with a reality orientation toward the present and diminished comparisons between the former way of life and immediate possibilities (Bakke 1940, chap. 7). During the initial phase of unemployment, these families generally looked to the past and defined their situation in terms of it. Only minor recreational costs and luxuries were pared. As supplementary earnings and other sources of income proved insufficient for family needs, the past receded before the emergencies of the present. Basic needs were redefined, and expenditures were structured accordingly.

The higher the status of the family before economic decline, the more status considerations entered into decisions on the allocation of resources: the “higher the climb,” the harder it was for families to accept the reality of status loss. Even among blue-collar families, studies show that “families whose previous standard of living had been relatively high, who had a concept of themselves as a ‘high-class family—maintaining standards, codes, and responsibilities appropriate to that status,’ fought most energetically to postpone any departure from that status” (Bakke 1940, p. 237).1 This was attempted in part by withholding information from friends and neighbors, and by maintaining a social front through status expenditures, for example, painting the house, buying shutters, heating all rooms when friends were expected.

Social defenses are symptomatic of an attachment to “the way things were.” Comparisons with past gratifications and standards only served to intensify discontent in deprived families and made readjustments more difficult and prolonged. Readjustments among workers’ families were “attended by real frustration” as present possibilities were compared with the way things used to be. Discontent became less acute with the passage of time as the urgency of present problems directed attention toward “today’s opportunities rather than yesterday’s achievements” (Bakke 1940, p. 175).

Income and occupational change produced various forms of inconsistency in the status of families; of the three major sources of family  prestige—the husband’s income, occupation, and education—only the latter (along with the wife’s education) was not subject to downward shifts in the Depression. Loss of both income and occupational position thus produced discrepancies between past and present, and with level of education.2 Not infrequently, college-educated men were forced to take jobs that were well below their qualifications in order to support the family. If income and occupation are viewed as rewards for the investment required in obtaining an education, we might expect some degree of anger and frustration among men when rewards fall well below common expectations on outcomes. However, widespread deprivation in the 30s may have lowered expectations as men and their families became aware that their misfortune was shared by countless other families and as they attributed this state to external circumstances.

Another implication of status inconsistency is the ambiguity of the family’s social position. Education, income, and occupation all yielded varied impressions of status relative to other families. Economic misfortune could be used by neighbors to evaluate a family’s position, in lieu of the higher educational and occupational level of the father which formed the self-evaluation of family members. In view of the relatively greater status investments of middle-class families, we expect feelings of dissatisfaction and frustration to be more strongly associated with economic deprivation in this stratum than in the working class (see chapter 3).

While some degree of inconsistency in the status of families represents a common structural feature of industrial societies, we do not as yet fully understand its implications for family life. Recent empirical assessments have led some analysts to regard status inconsistency in contemporary American society as a “trivial” factor in preferences on social change; inconsistency adds little to the explanation beyond the main effects of status factors.3 If this judgment applies to the present age, it is surely less applicable to periods of drastic change, such as the Great Depression. Status inconsistency is an outstanding characteristic of drastic socioeconomic change, and the nature of this change is likely to make this state a conscious matter. Sudden dislocations generally heighten consciousness; they are likely to become a problem with personal and social significance. This is an important consideration if we assume that status incongruence makes a difference in family life when it is perceived as a problem.

Economic deprivation and related changes in father’s status had direct consequences for two areas of family life in the Depression: the division of labor in family maintenance; and family relationships, including relative power in husband-wife and parent-child relationships. A heavy loss of income increased dependence on alternative  forms of family support and reinforced labor-intensive aspects of the household economy. Both of these developments are conducive to the greater involvement of mothers and children in economic and domestic activities.


The Division of Labor in Family Maintenance 

Role failure on the part of the husband and father tends to shift economic responsibilities to other family members. As economic conditions worsened in the 30s, employment became more compelling to women and acceptable to their husbands, despite hostile sentiment in the community (Bakke 1940, p. 184).4 In the working class, women’s place was in the home, except in extreme emergencies, and prolonged unemployment of the male breadwinner created such an emergency. Wives of laboring men sought employment when savings were nearly depleted and credit extended beyond acceptable limits, though few did so with small children in the home.

If economic conditions led to maternal employment and a curtailment of paid services, they would also favor the involvement of children in domestic roles, in addition to economic resourcefulness outside the home. We suspect that contributions to the family welfare were structured along sex-role lines, with boys specializing in economic roles and girls carrying domestic chores. Available evidence suggests that challenging demands were placed upon older children in the Depression and that they frequently responded with unusual effort and competence. From studies of crisis situations, we find that role change on the part of the parents sometimes initiates a compensatory change of roles among children which serves to maintain the family (see Perry et al. 1956). Children are known to have assumed major responsibilities that were formerly handled by a parent who was incapacitated or who had regressed to a childlike state. In chapter 4 we shall compare the roles of children in the household economy of nondeprived and deprived families within the middle and working class.

Conditions in the Depression denied some young people the protected, nonresponsible experience of adolescence by extending adultlike tasks downward to childhood. As Albert Cohen recalls, there were no “teenagers” in the Depression.5 In more affluent times, adolescence is vulnerable to an entirely different encroachment, the upward extension of childlike submission and dependence to the adult years. As surplus labor in a consumption-oriented society, contemporary youth are  excluded from productive roles during a prolonged stage of preadult dependency. Both an extended adulthood and childhood have their costs, but the former condition did at least involve the young in valued tasks and a cause beyond the self. Children from economically deprived families were an important factor in the household economy, according to available evidence; their labor and monetary contributions were needed. Moreover, juvenile delinquency was not more prevalent in the Depression, but less so than in subsequent, more affluent decades (see Glaser and Rice 1959). In some respects at least, it is perhaps true that “affluence can destroy the young as easily as poverty.”6


Beyond their contribution to family welfare, domestic tasks and work experience are commonly regarded as valuable for developing favored habits and attitudes, including resourcefulness, responsibility, and self-reliance. Implied by the practice of assigning household duties to a child is the assumption that important lessons are gained from this experience; “habits of industry, order, and regard for the rights and ideas of others, and the fundamental habit of subordinating his activities to the general interest of the household.”7 In the scientific literature on child rearing, participation in domestic tasks is described as responsibility training,8 while folk theories tend to compare the liabilities of idleness to the virtues of work—self—reliance, practice in managing money, and social responsibility. Reliable empirical support for these benefits is exceedingly scarce,9 and this is partly due to the variable nature of task experience. If industry and responsibility are a product of tasks that are both demanding and meaningful, we would expect these qualities to be relatively common among children from deprived families, especially in the middle class. Moreover, work experience outside the home requires some measure of independence from parental control.


Marital Decision-Making and Family Relations 

In normal times and crises, the occupational success of men is generally related to their power and status in the family. Wife dominance is most prevalent in the lower class, where the economic status of men is precarious and unrewarding, and such conditions were common in the Depression (see, e.g., Scanzoni 1970). When father’s authority in the family derived mainly from cultural traditions or affection among family members, it was most likely to survive economic failure. In the only study which systematically explored the causal effects of unemployment,  the wife’s attitude was a determining factor in status change (Komarovsky 1940).10 Male authority based on affection or tradition was distinguished from authority supported by economic productivity and fear (utilitarian) in a sample of forty-nine families in the New York area. Where authority was based on affection, the husband’s influence was upheld by personal qualities and harmonious relations. Tradition as a basis of authority referred to the wife’s belief that family leadership is the husband’s right and responsibility. Unemployment proved to be a significant cause of authority loss among husbands only in families in which the wife, prior to the Depression, held utilitarian attitudes. This result corresponds with differences in male authority in the lower-class families of two minority groups. Male authority in the Mexican-American household is supported by cultural tradition; it is the right of the husband and father to exercise authority. Male authority lacks traditional normative support in the black, lower-class family and is consequently highly vulnerable to economic circumstances.11


Given the interdependence of family roles, change in conjugal relations tends to have corresponding effects on parent-child interaction. This is shown by findings obtained in two studies of families in the Depression (Komarovsky 1940, and Bakke 1940).12 In both cases, father’s loss of power and status in the marital relationship was found to be related to a corresponding loss in relations with children. Fathers in wife-dominant families seldom maintained their authority over children. The upgrading of mother’s position in deprived families generally increased her salience in the attitudes of children.

In previewing two major lines of family adaptation for the subsequent analysis, we have emphasized the potential role of these adjustments in mediating the effects of economic conditions on children in the Oakland study. We linked the involvement of girls in domestic tasks and of boys in gainful employment to the requirements of economic deprivation for family maintenance and then to personal characteristics which have been attributed to these task experiences. Likewise, power relations between husband and wife were related to conditions of family support on the one hand, and to parent-child relations on the other.

There is yet another general link between deprivation and the experience of children which is formed by the social strains of family change, by the resource costs, inconsistencies, and conflicts associated with economic loss and status adjustments. Social change alters routine relations in which the self is anchored and defined, making both interaction and social bonds problematic.




Status Change in Personality and Achievement 

Since children are assigned the status of their family, any change in this position affects their status and identity relative to peers and other adults. Along with achievements and future prospects, family status is clearly a major determinant of their life situations and rewards. As noted earlier, economic deprivation in the Depression created disparities among factors which position families in the social structure, and these differences were inconsistent with normative expectations.

The most obvious discrepancies occurred between economic status before and after income loss, between income and occupational status of father, and between income and the educational status of father and mother. Conditions of this sort may have impinged on children in at least three ways: in the resulting status ambiguity and tension between and within families; in status frustration or discontent among parents; and in change in the relative attractiveness of parents as role models. In the world of peers, economic decline produced a highly visible clash between the past and present status of children by curtailing expenditures for clothing and recreation.

Status inconsistency fosters consciousness of self and other by undermining expectations and evaluations that structure interaction and define the self. Behavior becomes self-conscious in situations of conflict which arouse attitudes in the self that are activated in others.13 In order to appreciate the consequences of status incongruence for coordinated action, it is best to start with the occupant of a single status. The actor’s position structures the expectations that others have of him, that he has of himself, and that he has regarding the appropriate behavior of others toward him. A relatively stable position, uncomplicated by conflicting statuses, defines an expectable, routine situation. Interaction is nonprablematic, and self-identity reflects the integration and coherence of the environment.

Multiple statuses do not adversely affect the orientational function of expectations as long as they are congruent, but when change places the individual in a position of status incongruence, he presents conflicting stimuli to others and to himself. Role complementarity breaks down in this context and “feeds back into the awareness of the participants in the form of tension, anxiety or hostility, and self-consciousness” (Speigel 1960, p. 365; see also Zollschan 1964, pp. 258—80). Failure of complementarity was a common source of misunderstandings, disappointments, and conflict between husband and wife in the cycle  of readjustment among families of the unemployed in the Depression. This failure and fearful anticipation of it are recorded in transactions between families and in relationships between children from deprived families and their peers.14


Uncertainty and conflicting expectations about appropriate behavior in the roles of parent, spouse, and breadwinner define an unpredictable environment for parents and children. Kasl and Cobb suggest that stress resulting from the status incongruence of parents is expressed in an unstable self-image, frustration, unsatisfactory marital and parent-child relations, and arbitrary parental authority (Kasl and Cobb 1967). The hypothesized effects of these conditions on children include inconsistent or unfavorable attitudes toward the self, poor identification with parents, and feelings of rejection. These self-attitudes may also arise from the effects of status change on the child’s relation to peers, such as a decline in the quality of clothing.

Self-consciousness and imaginal role taking represent an adaptation to threatening, novel, or fluid situations in which the actions and attitudes of others are unknown or unpredictable. Tensions associated with uncertainty and conflict “intensify the discrimination between stimuli which are felt to be ‘internal’ and those felt to be ‘external.’ The self increasingly becomes an object to itself when its impulses are not reflexively in keeping with other’s expectations, and then it receives responses not completely in keeping with its own. The self grows in self-consciousness when it does not view itself exactly as others do” (Gouldner and Peterson 1961, p. 43).

The emergence of self-consciousness among children in deprived families would thus sensitize them to the emotional stress and attitudes of parents and others. Self-consciousness implies a state of acute sensitivity to social cues. By heightening social sensitivity, crisis situations in the family are likely to augment the influence of significant others and foster self-assessments, with their implications for personal change. Accordingly we expect self-consciousness, emotionality, and feelings of insecurity to be most characteristic of children from deprived families in the middle and working class (chapter 6). These proposed effects of deprivation closely correspond with clinical descriptions of persons in situations of social and cultural marginality. According to the classic description, marginal persons who stand on the borders of diverse worlds are excessively self-conscious, hypersensitive, moody, and nervous.15


Economic conditions which severely limit options and resources are known to foster apathy, restricted needs and goals, and identity foreclosure. 16
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