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THE AFDC I’OPULATION AND SUBSTANCE ABUSE

The Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)  program provides financial

support primarily to low-income women and their children. In 1993, 14.2 million individuals

received AFDC, comprising 4.5 million families. Two-thirds, or 9.5 million, of the recipients

are children, representing 13 percent of all children in the United States. The AFDC population

is 38 percent white and 38 percent black, with Latinos making up most of the remaining 2 4

percent. Almost 90 percent of the adults on AFDC--more than 4 million--am women?

BACKGROUND

Substance abuse and addiction is Public Health Enemy Number One in America.

The grim reality, shrouded for so long in our individual and national self-denial, is that any

meaningful reform of our health care, criminal justice or welfare systems must mount an a l l

fronts attack on all substance abuse--legal and illegal drugs, alcohol, and tobacco.

The central missions of the Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia

University (CASA) are to inform the American people of the social and economic costs of

substance abuse and its impact on their lives; to find  out what works for whom in prevention

and treatment; and to encourage all individuals and institutions to take responsibility for

combatting substance abuse.

This study is one in a series examining the costs of all forms of substance abuse

to our society. We have already published reports on the costs of substance abuse, to the

Medicaid and Medicate programs and the impact of substance abuse on college campuses.’

This report examines the extent of substance abuse in the AFDC population and its implications

for welfare reform.
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The total cost of AFDC in 1993 was 22.2 billion dollars, including 12.2 billion

federal dollars. AFDC recipients are automatically eligible for Medicaid, and their coverage

under this program costs an additional 36 billion dollars. The combined AFDC cash payments

and related Medicaid costs approached 60 billion dollars in federal and state expenditures in

1993.

Overall, 28 percent of adult individuals receiving AFDC abuse or are addicted to

drugs and alcohol,* a higher rate than the 20 percent of people in a comparable age group not

receiving public assistance.3 Since almost 90 percent of adult AFDC  recipients are female, this

report focuses on this population.**

* Women receiving AFDC are nearly twice as likely to abuse or be addicted to

alcohol and illicit drugs than women not receiving AFDC (27 percent compared

to 14 percent).***

* 37 percent of AFDC women 18 to 24 years of age abuse or are addicted to

alcohol and drugs.

l Alcohol abuse is &fined as drinking 5 or more drinks in one sitting, two or more times
in a month. Drug use is defined a& having used illicit drugs in the past year.

Among adult male ARDC  recipients, 34 percent admit using either illicit drugs or alcohol
or both, compared to 27percent of men not on public assistance.

*** The analysis of AFDC  “women” includes females 18 years of age and older. The
analysis of Al?DC “mothers” includes females over the age of I4 with at least one living
biological child.
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0 Mothers receiving AFDC are three times more likely to abuse or be addicted to

alcohol and drugs than mothers not receiving AFDC  (27 percent compared to 9

percent).

The substance abuse problem in AFDC is not confined  to alcohol or one type of

drug. Women receiving AFDC are almost twice as likely to use cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana

or cocaine as women not on public assistance.

50 percent smoked cigarettes in the last month, compared to 29 percent of non-

AFDC women.

Among women on AFDC:

12 percent consumed five or more drinks in one sitting at least two times in the

past month, compared to 6 percent of non-AFDC women.

23 percent used’an illicit drug in the past year, compared to 12 percent of non-

AFDC women.

17 percent used marijuana in the past year, compared to 8 percent of non-AFDC

women.

34 percent of AFDC mothers who abuse illegal drugs also abuse alcohol,

compared to 17 percent of non-AFDC mothers.
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