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SUMMARY 
This discussion is not intended as an exhaustive analysis of the causes 

of the rural relief problem in Oklahoma. The attempt has been rather to 
present certain available data descriptive of the relief population and, 
wherever possible, to make comparisons between the relief group and the 
general or total population iii the nine counties included in the study. Since 
these counties were carefully selected to represent the rural areas of the 
entire state, such conclusions as are warranted by the data should have 
considerable state-wide validity. 

The principal factual findings, briefly stated, were: 
1. There were 9,878 relief cases in the June, 1935 survey, which covered 

nine entire Oklahoma counties with the exception of towns of more than 
5,000 population. 

2. These cases represented 25.6 percent of all persons but only 23.9 per
cent of all families in the areas included in the study. 

3. Persons in the age group below 35 were over-represented and those 
above 35 under-represented in the relief population. 

4. The sex distribution of the relief population was essentially the same 
as for the total population. 

5. The median size of relief families was 4.8 persons as compared with 
4.3 persons for the total population as indicated by the 1930 Census. 

6. Nearly 46 percent of the male heads of relief families were under 35 
years of age; far the genreal population the corresponding figure was 3·1 
percent. 

7. Of the 9,878 cases, 84 percent represented unbroken or "normal" 
families. 

8. Only 16 percent of the heads of relief families had lived continuously 
in the county where they were born, 56 percent having moved to their 
present residence before 1930 and 23 percent since 1929. 

9. Of the occupational groups classified, farm laborers had moved the 
least and skilled and semi-skilled persons the most. 

10. "Crop failure or loss of livestock" was the most frequent reason given 
by new relief clients for applying for relief; for the carried-over or re
opened cases, "decline of income from current employment" was the most 
frequent reason given. 

11. The families surveyed contained an average of 1.4 gainful workers 
apiece. ' 

12. The average number of dependents for each gainful worker was 2.4, 
but this number increased materially with family size. 

13. Of the 8,970 persons in the relief sample reporting agriculture as 
their usual occupation, approximately 83 percent were currently employed 
in agriculture, 15 percent were unemployed, and the remainder had changed 
to some other occupation. 

14. Of the nonagricultural workers, only 30 percent were working at 
their usual occupation, 53 percent were unemployed, and 16 percent had 
changed their occupation. 

15. Four and one-half percent of all heads of relief households had not 
completed the first grade of school, 24 percent had progressed no further 
than grades 4 or 5, the same proportion had completed the eighth grade, 
while only 3 percent had finished high school. 

16. Data on school attendance indicate that a comparatively large pro
portion of children in relief families, especially in the younger age groups, 
are not attending school. 



Erratum: Garbled sentences in middle of long paragraph on page 6 should 
read, "Hence the June figures are probably more representative of the total 
relief population of the Sta,te. This change in the program of relief admin
istration also means that a comparison ... " etc. 
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A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY OF THE RURAL AND SMALL CITY 

RELIEF POPULATION IN OKLAHOMA 

By T. G. ~;r'ANDING* 

INTRODUCTION 
The data utilized in the present study were originally gathered as part 

of a nation-wide survey conducted in 1935 by the Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration in cooperation with the agricultural experiment sta
tions of various states, including Oklahoma. The primary purpose was to 
secure information on relief needs and trends in rural areas of the nation 
as a basis for the determination of national administrative policies. The 
Washington office of the Works Progress Administration, which succeeded 
the F. E. R. A., has published certain of the findings pertaining to the nation 
as a whole but has attempted no separate analysis by states. This study 
presents an analysis of certain portions of the data for the state of Okla
homa. 

It is felt that these data contain much valuable information concerning 
factors which are associated with relief and dependency in the rural areas 
and small cities1 of the State and the resources available for the rehabilita
tion of dependent families. Although the information was collected in June 
and October of 19352 it is believed that much of it is of current significance. 
Economic conditions and administrative policies may have changed, but in 
all probability the factors associated with unemployment and family de
pendency are essentially the same in 1940 as in 1935.** 

SOURCE OF DATA 
The data were derived from official records in the various county relief 

offices. The nine counties chosen for the study were• selected to represent 
the rural areas of the State in accordance with a sampling procedure de
vised by the Washington office of the F. E. R. A. and W. P. A.• In each 
county a random fifty percent sample was taken on F. E. R. A. Form DRS 
109 of all resident cases receiving unemployment relief during the months 
of the survey. These figures were then multiplied by two so as to secure 
a picture of the complete relief load in each county. This gave a total of 
9,878 cases in the nine counties. It should be kept in mind that throughout 
this report the relief data pertain to the year 1935 whereas data on the 
general population were derived from the U. S. Census for 1930. 

PERCENT OF TOTAL POPULATION RECEIVING RELIEF 
Table I shows the percentage which the relief population comprised of 

the total 1930 population of the nine sample counties for the months of the 
survey. Variations are also shown for the three residence groups, rural-. 

• At the time this study was made, Dr. Standing was prOO:essor of sociology ott the Okla
homa A. and M. College. He Is now regional sociologist for the Bureau 00: Agricul
tural Economics, United States Department of Agriculture, at Little Rock, Ark. 

•• Dr. Standing's manuscript was submitted for publication in the summer of 1940. 
-Editor. 

t The term "small city" as used in this bulletin indicates places having 2,500 to 5,000 
inhabitants. 

• While the June survey was repeated in October of the same year most of the data in 
the present bulletin pertain to the former month. The reasons for limiting the 

analysis to the June data are el<J)lalned on page 6. 
• Carter, Custer, Harper, Hughes, Jackson, Kingfisher, Lincoln, Pushmataha and Rogers. 
• For a statement on sampling procedure used see Berta Asch and A. R. Mangus, Farmers 

on Relief and Rehabilitation, Appendix B. W. P. A., Division of Social Research, 
Research Monograph VIII. Washington, D. C.; 1937. 

[5] 
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farm, rural-nonfarm, and small city. It should be pointed out that the 
small city cases included in this survey were limited to those residing in 
towns having 2500 to 5000 inhabitants, of which there were only three in 
the counties studied.5 For this reason this sample is probably not suf
ficiently representative of the urban areas of the State to be regarded as 
of great significance. It is included in the analysis, however, since it pro
vides some indication of rural-urban differences. 

TABLE I.-Percent of total 1930 population of sample counties receiving 
relief in June and October, 1935, by residence. 

All residences 

Rural-farm 
Rural-nonfarm 
Small city 

Residence 

PERCENT OF TOTAL 1930 POPULATIONS 
RECEIVING RELIEF 

June October 

25.6 18.4 

30.4 21.7" 
16.1 12.3 
21.5 13.0 

It is obvious from Table I that the problem of rural relief in Oklahoma 
was extremely serious in 1935. In June of that year more than one-fourth 
of the population of the nine sample counties was receiving relief from the 
F. E. R. A. It is also obvious that the problem was most acute in the farm 
population, the percentage here being almost twice that for the rural-non
farm group. The figures for October were considerably lower than those 
for June, the decline being especially pronounced for the small city group. 
This reduction in the relief load between June and October may be partially 
explained by an increase in employment opportunities during the summer 
and early fall months. The chief factor in the decline, however, was in all 
probability a change in administrative policy associated with the liquidation 
of the F. E. R. A. and the setting up of the W. P. A. program. The latter 
was begun in August, 1935, but F. E. R. A. grants were continued until 
December of the same year. Records from the sample counties indicate 
that a considerable number of employable F. E. R. A. cases were shifted to 
the W. P. A. during and prior to the month of October. Hence the June 
figures are probably somewhat more representative of the total relief popu
lation was correspondingly under-represented, with a percentage of 29.7 as 
also means that a comparison of data from the June and October surveys 
will not yield a correct picture of actual relief trends during this period since 
persons receiving W. P. A. assistance were not included in the October 
sample. For these reasons the present analysis will be limited chiefly to a 
consideration of the June data.6 During this month more than three
fourths, or 76 percent, of the relief population of the nine counties was from 
the "Rural-farm" group. In 1930 only 63.6 percent of the general population 
was in this residence category. In the rural-nonfarm areas the relief popu
lation was correspondingly under-represented, with a percentage of 19.7 as 
compared with 31.3 for the general population. The small city percentages 
were not greatly different for the general and relief populations. 

This concentration of the rural relief problem in the farm portion of 
the population was no doubt associated with the general decline of agricul
tural income during the economic depression. In Oklahoma this decline 

n For the State as a whole the estimated percentage of the total population receiving 
relief from .the F. E. R. A. in 1935 fell from a peak of 26.5 in January to 15.3 for 
the month of October. 

"Kingfisher, pop. 2723; Chandler, pop. 2717; Claremore, pop. 3720. (1930 Census). 
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was greatly augmented by a succession of crop failures due to excessive 
drought. Regardless of the cause, however, it is significant that more than 
three-fourths of the persons receiving relief in rural areas were found to be 
living on farms. This fact has additional implications for the future in 
view of the relatively higher birth rate and larger size of farm families as 
compared to nonfarm families. (See Table IV.) Apart from any question 
of relative eugenic worth, it means that a large proportion of Oklahoma 
children were living in families whose incomes, except for governmental 
subsidy, would have approached or fallen below an acceptable level. 

AGE DISTRIBUTION 
As suggested above, the age distribution of any segment of the popula

tion is a matter of considerable social import. Among other things it has 
bearing on such other factors as birth and death rates, living standards, and 
type of family organization, as well as employment needs and opportunities. 

Table II shows the relative proportions which various age groups in the 
June, 1935 relief population composed of the corresponding age groups in 
the general population for 1930 and the variations in these proportions by 
residence. It should be pointed out that the relief population is included 
in the total or general population and that therefore the variations are not 
as great as would have been the case had it been possible to make com
parisons between relief and nonrelief. groups separately. 

It will be seen from this table that the younger ages were somewhat 
over-represented in the relief population. This was true of all four groups 
under 35 years of age, but was especially noticeable in the group under ten 
years. This comprised only 24.7 percent of the general population but 28.4 
percent of those receiving relief. In the four age categories above 35 the 
relief population was under-represented, the figures for this group being 23.4 
percent and for the general population 30.2 percent. The relatively smaller 
proportion of elderly persons on the relief rolls is no doubt in part a reflec
tion of administrative policy. Unemployables, of whom a disproportionate 
number had doubtless attained the older age levels, were technically in
eligible for F. E. R. A. assistance. Undoubtedly a number of dependents 
in the older age groups who were being supported by other agencies in 1935 
have since been provided for by the old age assistance program. 

TABLE H.-Percentage distribution of the relief and general population of 
nine sample counties by selected age groups 

and by residence. 

RESIDENCE 

Age Total Rural-farm Rura-l-nonfarm Small City 
Groups 

Gen. Relief Gen. Relief Gen. Relief Gen. Relief 
Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. 

All ages 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Under 10 24.7 28.4 25.7 29.3 23.7 25.2 18.4 26.6 
10-14 12.0 13.3 12.9 13.3 10.5 13.2 9.0 14.5 
15-24 20.0 21.0 20.6 21.0 19.1 21.3 18.9 20.8 
25-34 13.1 13.8 11.8 14.2 15.4 12.7 15.0 12.4 
35-44 11.1 9.3 10.7 8.9 11.6 10.3 12.6 11.9 
45-54 8.6 7.4 8.5 7.9 8.4 8.9 10.9 7.3 
55-64 5.9 4.3 5.7 4.1 6.0 5.5 7.7 4.1 
65 and over 4.6 2.4 4.1 2.2 5.3 2.9 7.4 2.4 
Unknown 0.1 
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The age distribution shows some variation by residence but, except in 
the case of the small city groups, the differences between the relief and gen
eral population in the three residence catagories are not striking. Among 
rural-farm persons the relief population was over-represented in each of the 
four age catagories under 35, but in the rural-nonfarm and urban groups this 
over-representation was limited to ages under 25. The concentration in 
rural areas of unemployed persons in the ages of early maturity appears to 
be a phenomenon that is nationwide.• A considerable number of these per
sons are young heads of families who have been unable to gain a livelihood 
in agriculture either as farm operators or laborers and for whom there are 
no alternative avenues of employment elsewhere.. (See Table VI.) 

The disproportionate number in the younger age groups of the small 
city relief sample may reflect the relatively greater economic burden of 
children in the city as compared with the country. As indicated previously, 
however, the small city sample in this particular study was too small to be 
regarded as adequately representing the urban areas of the State. 

The age distribution for October, which has not been presented in tabu
lar form, was not strikingly different from that for June. For the former 
month there was a somewhat higher proportion of the relief population in 
the age groups under 15 (41.7 percent for June and 44 percent for October) 
and a correspondingly smaller proportion between the ages of 15 and 45. 
Since the total relief load declined from June to October these differences 
probably reflect a relatively greater handicap, in the effort to become self
sustaining, on the part of those families with minor children. 

SEX DISTRIBUTION 
There were few outstanding differences in the sex distribution of the 

relief as compared to the general population in the nine sample counties. 
In both cases there was a slight excess of males over females; this is also 
true for the population of the State as a whole.• 

Variations in sex distribution by residence were negligible except for the 
small city sample which showed a percentage of females in the relief groups 
somewhat lower than that for the general population. For the small city 
males the opposite was true. (See Table III.) This may indicate somewhat 
superior employment opportunities for urban women as compared with 
urban men. 

TABLE 111.-Percentage distribution of the relief and general population 
of nine sample counties by sex and residence. 

Total Rural-farm Rura:l-nonfa.rm Small City 

Gen. Relief Gen. Relief Gen. Rel!ef Gen. Relief 
Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Males 51.8 51.6 52.8 51.9 50.1 50.6 49.6 51.5 
Females 48.2 48.4 47.2 48.1 49.9 49.4 50.4 48.5 

Data are not available which will permit a computation of the age dis
tribution by sex for the general population of the sample counties. For the 
relief sample, however, slight differences in age distribution of the two sexes 

• See B. L. Melvin, Rural Youth on Relief, e.sp. "Introduction," p. XI. W. P. A. Division 
of Social Research, Research Monograph XI. Washington, D. C.; 1937. ' 

• In 1930 the population of the State was 51.0 percent male and 49.0 female. 
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were discovered in two of the age groupings, namely, those 15-24 and 55-64. 
The former category included 20.2 percent of all males but 22.0 percent of all 
females, while the group from 55 to 64 on the other hand accounted for 5.1 
percent of the males but only 3.5 percent of the females. The sex differ
ences in this older age group no doubt reflect the high masculinity of the 
general population at this age level resulting in part from the greater mi
gration of men into the State during the period of settlement. There seems 
to be no ready explanation for the differences noted in the younger age 
category although it too appears to reflect a c.ondition in the general popula
tion.• 

FAMILY DATA 
From many points of view data on the relief population are most sig

nificant when organized on a family basis.10 Notwithstanding recent 
changes in the institutional pattern the family is still, to a large extent, 
the basic economic and social unit. This is particularly true in rural areas. 
Regardless of area, however, such factors as family size, mobility, age and 
sex composition, and percent of "broken" as compared to "normal" families 
may be regarded as important indicators of present status and the possi
bility of future rehabilitation. 

Percent of Total Families and of Total Persons Receiving Relief 
Table IV shows the percent of total families and of total persons receiv

ing relief and their distribution by residence. 

TABLE IV.-Percent of total families and of total persons 
receiving relief, by residence.* 

PERCENT RECEIVING RELIEF 

Residence June, 1935 October, 1935 

Families Persons Families Persons 

All 23.9 25.6 17.5 18.4 
Rural-farm 29.9 30.4 21.3 21.7 
Rural-nonfarm 14.6 16.1 11.0 12.3 
Small city 18.5 21.5 13.0 13.0 

• Percentage computed on the basis of the 1930 Census. 

It will be seen that in each of the three residence groups for June and 
in two of the three for October the proportion of persons is greater than 
the proportion of families. This would seem to indicate that relief families 
are, on the average, somewhat larger than the nonrelief. The difference for 
the month of June is greatest in the small city sample. This agrees with the 
findings in Table II, where it was discovered that in the small city relief 

9 See 0. D. Duncan, Population Trends in Oklahoma, p. 17. Oklahoma Agricultural Ex
periment Station, Bulletin No. 224. March, 19:15. 

10 It should perhaps be pointed out that the relief data were collected on a household 
basis, whereas the Census data available for comparison were organized by 
families. The Census defines the family as "a group of persons, related either by 
blood or bYi marriage or adoption, who live together as one household, usually 
sharing the same table." (Fifteenth Census of the United States, 1930, Vol. VI, 
"Population," p. 5.) The term family as used in the relief study Included only 
husband andjor wife and their unmarried children living at home. The definition 
of a household employed in the relief studY! was "a group of related or unrelated 
persons who live together as a unit." Ordinarily the household Is to be regarded 
as the more inclusive concept but it is believed that the rather elastic definition of 
the Census justifies using the two terms Interchangeably in the present study. 
However, In order to a-void confusion, the term "family" has been retained 
throughout. 
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groups there was a disproportionate number of persons in the younger ages. 
As suggested previously, the reason for this may be the greater economic 
burden of children in the city as compared with the farm. While direct 
evidence on this point is not available from the study, it appears that the 
city family with a large number of children is more likely to require relief 
than is the rural farm family of the same size. 

By October, the differences between the proportion of persons and the 
proportion of families receiving relief had been somewhat reduced. This 
reduction applied to each of the three residence categories, but was espe-. 
cially pronounced for the small city group where, for the month of October, 
the two percentages were exactly equal. The most plausible explanation of 
this reduction is to be found in the inauguration of theW. P. A. program in 
the autumn of 1935. The cases first selected for transfer from relief to the 
works program were in all probability those most urgently in need of in
creased a~~ist.ance. Pres·1mably those having the largest number of depend
ents would tend to fall into this category. There is also evidence that, due 
to the greater availability of suitable projects, the works program began to 
function effectively in the larger towns and cities somewhat earlier than in 
rural areas. 

Size of Relief Families 

At stated above, the percentage of persons receiving relief was found to 
be somewhat greater than the percentage of families, thus indicating a larger 
average size of family for the relief group than for the general population. 
The median size of the relief family in the nine sample counts was found to 
be 4.8 persons while for the general population as determined by the 1930 
census the figure was 4.3. However, this may not be a strictly accurate 
comparison since, as indicated elsewhere (see footnote 10, page 9), the relief 
data were collected by household whereas the Census figures were assem
bled on a family basis. There is reason to believe that the depression 
tended to augment the size of the household unit among the lower income 
groups by encouraging the "doubling up" of small or broken families. In 
the majority of such cases, however, it is likely that the individuals involved 
are related to each other "either by blood or by marriage" and so would 
come within the Census definition of a "family." On the other hand it is 
reasonable to assume that the depression tended to reduce the number of 
farm laborers and other hired ·helpers, especially in those households on the 
economic margin. In the relief survey an attempt was made to identify 
households containing nonfamily members. Out of a total of 9,879 house
holds. 1,952, or approximately 20 percent, were found to contain such "other 
persons." (See Table VII.) As indicated above, it is probable that many 
such persons would qualify as family members as defined by the Census. 
Obviously if they were excluded the median size of the relief family would 
be reduced somewhat below the figure given above. 

A second reason for the possible inexactness of the comparison of size 
of families noted above is the fact that the only family data available by 
county from the Census include several small urban centers which were 
excluded from the relief sample. If it were possible to exclude these urban 
centers from the analysis, it is probable that the median for the general popu
lation would be slightly raised since urban families average somewhat 
smaller than those in rural areas. Hence, all things considered, the dif
ference in size between relief families and those composing the general 
population is probably somewhat less than the figures previously given (4.8 
for relief and 4.3 for the general population) would indicate. In this con
nection it may be noted that the families of both the general and the relief 
population in the nine sample counties were considerably larger than the 
median for the entire State, which according to the 1930 Census was 3.6. 
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Doubtless this is explained by the predominantly rural character of the 
counties selected. The rural-farm median for the State is 4.3, that for the 
rural-nonfarm 3.5, while the urban figure falls to 3.2. It is not possible to 
secure this residence break for the general population of the sample counties 
alone. For the relief population in these counties, however, the correspond
ing figures are 4.9 for the rural-farm and 4.5 for both the rural-nonfarm 
and small city groups. 

Age Distribution of Heads of Relief Families 
The age distribution of the total relief population and its comparison 

with that for the general population has already been discussed.11 However, 
some additional data concerning the age of the heads of relief families 
have significance in connection with the present discussion of family com
position. Corresponding data for the general population are not available 
by counties, but a rough comparison can be made between the distribution 
for the relief sample and for the entire State. This is presented in Table V. 
The relief percentages in this table were based on a total of 9,390 male heads 
of relief families. It will be seen that the largest proportion of these fall in 
the age group from 25 to 34 years, while more than two-thirds (68.3 per
cent) were under 45 years of age and nearly 46.0 percent under 35. It may 
be noted, in passing, that 488 female heads, not included in the table, had 
a much larger proportion in the older age levels, almost one-half being 45 
or older. 

The table also shows a much younger average age for the relief group 
in comparison with the general population, although, as indicated previously, 
these figures are not strictly comparable. A somewhat more accurate com
parison becomes possible when the data are distributed by residence and the 
small city cases excluded. When this is done we find the age level of the 
relief group falling still lower in comparison with the general population, 
as indicated in Table VI. In the rural-farm group, for example, 47.5 per
cent of the relief heads, but only slightly more than 30.0 percent of the 
heads from the general population, were under 35 years of age. In the 
rural-nonfarm areas the differences were much less striking. 

From a sociological standpoint the relative youth of the heads of rural 
relief households is of considerable significance. It reflects, in part, the 
traditions of early marriage characteristic of rural areas. It may also ex
plain in some degree the relatively high birth rate which is said to exist 
among receipients of relief. . From the point of view of prospects for re
employment and rehabilitation it may be a favorable factor. 

Composition of Families Receiving Relief 

Analysis of the composition of the 9,878 June relief families discloses 
that by far the larger proportion consisted of what might be called "normal" 
family groups composed either of husband and wife, or husband and wife 
with own children, These two groups together account for approximately 
84 percent of the total. (See Table VII.) Of the "broken" or incomplete 
families the largest number involved persons without spouse or children. 
These composed nearly 10 percent of the total number of families. Men 
without wives or children accounted for most of this group or 8.6 percent of 
the total. Most of those without spouse or children had other persons, 
such as roomers, relatives or friends, living with them. Only 158 out of the 
total sample were found to be actually living alone. The majority of these 
were males, more than haU:of whom resided in the open country. 

---------------------------------------------------
11 See Table II, page 7. 
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TABLE V.-Percentage distribution of male heads of families in relief* 
and general** population by selected age groups. 

Age Groups General population 
--- ·---

All ages 
Under 25 years 
25-34 
35-44 
45-54 
55-64 
65 and over 
Unknown 

* Nine sample counties only, June, 1935. 
* * Entire state, 1930 Census. 

100.0 
8.0 

25.8 
25.5 
19.9 
12.9 
7.8 

Relief population 

100.0 
14.5 
31.3 
22.5 
18.1 
11.7 

1.8 

TABLE VI.-Percentage distriution of rural male heads of families in relief* 
and general** population by selected age groups and residence. 

RURAL-FARM RURAL-NONFARM 

Age Groups General 
popula.tion 

All ages 100.0 

Under 25 8.1 
25-34 22.1 
35-44 24.1 
45-54 21.7 
55-64 15.4 
65 and over 8.6 

* Nine sample counties only, June, 1935. 
**Entire state, 1930 Census. 

Relief General Relief 
population population population 

100.0 100.0 100.0 

14.8 8.3 13.6 
32.7 27.8 27.3 
22.0 25.4 23.0 
17.8 18.2 19.6 
11.2 11.8 13.9 
1.5 8.6 2.6 

TABLE VII.-Percentage distribution of 9,8'78 relief families by family 
composition and residence June, 1935. 

RESIDENCE 

Rural- Rural Small 
Composition of family All farm non-farm city 

Total families 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Husband-wife 12.6 11.9 14.3 15.2 
Husband-wife and 

own children 71.3 74.9 60.6 62.5 
Man without wife or children 8.6 7.9 11.2 8.9 
Woman without husband 

or children 1.2 0.5 3.4 1.9 
Father and children 2.7 2.4 3.7 3.5 
Mother and children 3.6 2.4 6.8 8.0 

Without other persons 80.2 80.8 78.3 79.0 
With other persons 19.8 19.2 21.7 21.0 
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As the table indicates, slightly less than 20 percent of the relief families 
had persons living with them who were not members of the immediate 
family. These are designated in the table as "other persons."12 

Analysis of the data reveals some significant variation in family com
position by residence. For example, the proportion of "normal" families 
was highest in the rural-farm and lowest in the rural-nonfarm areas, the 
approximate percentages being 86 and 75, respectively. Conversely, what we 
have termed "broken" or incomplete families tended to be concentrated 
in the villages and towns. As the table indicates, men or women without 
spouse or children account for nearly 15 percent of the rural-nonfarm 
group but only slightly over 8 percent of those residing on farms. There 
is a concentration of widowed, divorced or separated parents and children, 
especially mothers and children, in the towns and villages. 

These variations are probably due to a number of factors, not all of 
which are peculiar to the relief population. It is known that aged persons 
and other types of dependents tend to be concentrated in small towns and 
villages.13 Opportunities for suitable employment and facilities for the care 
of such persons are somewhat more favorable here than on the farm. On 
the other hand, farming, more than most other occupations, is dependent 
on a division of labor made possible by the normal family of husband, wife 
and children. 

There were no very striking differences in the residence distribution of 
families containing other persons, although the highest proportion of these 
was found in the rural-nonfarm or village group. 

Mobility of Relief Families 

The American people have a deserved reputation for a high degree of 
mobility in comparison with the inhabitants of older countries. Migration, 
as a means of escape from diminishing opportunities or an attempt to find 
new opportunities, became a part of our national tradition during the long 
interval of westward expansion which followed the early colonial period. 
The tradition has persisted to the present time, notwithstanding its incon
sistency with the changed conditions brought about by the passing of the 
frontier.14 These historic considerations should be kept in mind when ana
lyzing the migration of persons and families on the economic margin. It 
may be that what is in some cases widely condemned as a shiftless and 
senseless moving about is in some degree a survival of this historic pattern 
of adjustment in the face of declining economic opportunities. 

Due to the relative recency and unique character of Oklahoma settle
ment, it is possible that the migratory pattern of adjustment is somewhat 
more prevalent here than in older settled areas of the nation.'" While the 
data on mobility which were collected in the present survey are of a rather 
limited character they afford some insight into the nature of the problem 
as it relates to recipients of relief. No attempt was made to secure a record 
of all the moves of each household or of any moves within the county of 

10 As indicated previously, most of the "other persons" listed in relief households were 
found to be related by blood or marriage to the family head and thus fell within 
the somewhat more elastic definition of the family employed by the Census. (See 
footnote 10, p. 9.) 

13 See Warren S.Thompson, Population Problems, p. 107, New York., 1935; also 0. E. Baker, 
"Distribution of the Population in the United States," Annals of the American 
Academy, 188:275-277 (November 1936). 

u See R~~~d Cushman Coyle, Depression Pioneers, W. P. A. publication, Washington, D. C., 

15 See J. T. Sanders, 'The Economic and Social A.spects of Mobility of Oklahoma Farmers, 
p. 5. Oklahoma Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin No. 195, August, 1929. 
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residence at the time the survey was conducted. Information was secured 
for heads of famiiles only and was designed to yield a rough indication of 
the length of resia:ence in the county and the distance of previous moves, 
if any. Table VIII represents a summary of the data collected. 

TABLE VIII.-Percentage distribution of relief families by mobility 
status and residence of head. 

RESIDENCE 

Rural- Rural- Small 
Mobility, status of head Tota:l farm nonfarm city 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Lived in county since birth 15.9 16.4 14.9 11.6 

Moved to county before 1930 56.1 53.7 63.3 61.6 

Moved to county since 1929 23.2 24.6 18.6 25.4 
from within stafe 15.8 17.1 12.0 15.2 
from another state 4.3 3.8 5.1 8.0 
unknown 3.1 3.7 1.5 2.2 

Unknown 4.6 5.2 3.2 1.3 

Of the 9,878 heads of relief families represented in Table VIII, only 16 
percent had lived continuously in the county of their birth. Fifty-six per
cent had moved to the county of survey before 1930 and approximately 23 
percent since 1929. It will be seen from the table that this latter group of 
recent migrants composd a larger percentage of the small city sample than 
of either one of the two rural residence groups. Most of those who moved 
to the county since 1929 came from other counties within the State, although 
in the rural-nonfarm and small city groups the percentages of out-of-state 
migrants were considerably greater than for the rural-farm areas. 

While comparison with the general population was not possible on the 
basis of available data, it is evident that the relief population in the rural 
areas of the State represents a highly mobile group. Of the heads of those 
relief households living on farms at the time of the survey, approximately 
one in four had had at least one inter-county move during the preceding 
five-year period. Since no information was secured on moves within the 
county there is no doubt that the above figures greatly understate the actual 
amount of movement of the group under consideration. There is, of course, 
no way of determining whether this high mob111ty rate was responsible for 
the low financial status of the individuals involved but there is reason to 
believe that it may have been a contributing factor.'" 

The amount of mobility of heads of relief households was found to vary 
considerably with occupation. For example, a larger proportion of farm 
laborers than of any other occupational group had lived in the county since 
birth, while those reported as skilled and semi-skilled represented the small
est percentage of this category (Table IX). Farm operators, constitutinc: 
by far the largest occupational group (5,710 out of 9,878), had the lowest 
percentage of those moving to the county since 1929, while the skilled and 
semi-skilled occupations had the highest percentage of these recent mi
grants. 

'" J. T. Sanders, op. cit., pp. 5()-53. 
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TABLE IX.-Percentage distribution of heads of relief families by mobility 
status and usual occupation. 

Mobility status 

Total 

Lived in county 
since birth 

Moved to county 
before 1930 

Moved to county 
since 1929 

Unknown 

USUAL OCCUPATION 

.. 
"""" § ., s::~ :; .. a3~ 

-:< a~ 
.... 'd~ 

"' af! "'' " ::08. ,.,o o:r§ :;a§ .,.., 
J>oO i>o!l ~~ 

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

15.9 16.6 17.2 10.5 

56.1 56.7 51.5 58.3 

23.2 21.7 26.3 28.2 

4.6 5.0 5.0 3.0 

PROSPECTS FOR REHABILITATION 

'd , .. "' ~ ~5 
!l~ <1 

~ :;;!~ 

100.0 100.0 

16.1 11.7 

55.4 60.6 

24.3 24.3 

4.2 3.4 

Presumably the F. E. R. A. and related types of federal aid were designed 
primarily to render temporary assistance during the most critical period of 
an economic emergency. Regardless of the immediate purpose of the relief 
program the eventual rehabilitation of its beneficiaries may well be regarded 
as an ultimate objective. Whether their restoration to economic indepen
dence is to be positively promoted by the State or is to come through un
aided individual effort, it is desirable to know as much as possible about 
the potential resources of the recipients of relief that are available for their 
rehabilitation. Such factors as employability, occupational experience, and 
education would seem to be of particular significance for an understanding 
of the present problem and its implications for the future. In the following 
pages an attempt will be made to throw some light on these and related 
questions. 

Reasons for Applying for Relief 

Some indication of their prospects for rehabilitation may be afforded by 
the reasons which relief recipients gave for applying for relief. Each case 
is, of course, unique in certain respects, but the reasons given were grouped 
into the general categories indicated in the following tables. The total 
case load for the month of the survey (June, 1935) was divided into (a) those 
accepted during June by the relief agency for the first time (Table X) and 
(b) those that were carried over from the previous month or reopened dur
ing the month after having been previously "closed" (Table XI.) It will be 
seen from the tables that, while three main reasons account for most of the 
cases in both groups, there are some differences in the relative importance 
of each. In assigning reasons for applying for relief an attempt was made 
to designate those factors of most immediate economic significance rather 
than those of a more remote and perhaps more fundamental character. 

The most important single reason for the new relief cases was found to 
be "Crop failure or loss of livestock." This reason, which was doubtless 
associated with serious drought conditions in the state in 1935, accounted 
for 38 percent of the total number of new cases and for 50 percent of those 



16 Oklahoma Agricultural Experiment Station 

in the rural-farm group. '''Decline of income from current employment" 
accounted for 39 percent of the carried over and reopened cases and was 
the most important single reason applying to this group. This category was 
made up of cases who were not wholly unemployed but whose earnings had 
declined to a point below the level of self-support. 

The outstanding reasons for applying for relief are doubtless closely 
related to the residence and occupational distribution of the group involved 
which, in the present instance, represented a predominantly rural population 
engaged in agriculture. This no doubt explains the relatively small number 
of eases affected by "loss o:f job in ordinary employment." It may safely 
be assumed that most of the farm operators and farm laborers in the sample 
were not actually unemployed but were unable to support themselves on the 
income from their current employment (See Table XIV). Those cases giv
ing as the chief reason for applying for relief "loss or depletion of assets" 
were concentrated in the rural-nonfarm and small city areas. This is to be 
expected since town and village families are much more likely than farm 

TABLE X.-Percentage distribution of new relief cases by reason for 
opening and by residence. 

RESIDENCE 

Reasons for opening Rural- Rural- Small 
Total farm nonfarm city 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Loss of job in ordinary employment 3.7 2.6 6.6 5.9 

Loss or depletion of assets 22.0 14.9 38.6 50.0 

Crop failure or loss of livestock 38.4 50.0 9.7 1.7 

Decline of income from current 
employment 22.3 20.2 29.1 22.0 

All others 13.6 12.3 16.0 20.4 

TABLE XI.-Percentage distribution of carried over and reopened relief 
cases by reason for opening and by residence. 

RESIDENCE 

Reasons for opening Rural- Rural- Small 
Total farm nonfarm city 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Loss of job in ordinary employment 2.4 1.4 4.8 9.4 

Loss or depletion of assets 25.8 17.4 48.7 66.9 

Crop failure or loss of livestock 28.6 36.1 5.8 3.8 

Decline of income from current 
employment 39.3 41.0 37.4 16.9 

All others 3.9 4.1 3.3 3.0 
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families to be dependent on income from savings. "Crop failure or loss of 
livestock," on the other hand, affected a much larger percentage of the farm 
than of the nonfarm families. 

As indicated previously, the reasons assigned in the foregoing tables 
represent the most immediate and recent adverse economic factors affecting 
the families concerned. In all probability they are not, from a long range 
point of view, the most fundamental or important. 

Gainful Workers in Reiief Families11 

The number of able bodied workers in a relief family is perhaps the most 
important factor determining its prospects for becoming self-supporting. 
The importance of this factor in any particular case is, in turn, at least 
partially dependent on (a) the size of the family and (b) the training and 
earning power of the workers concerned. The 9,878 families included in the 
sample contained a total of 13,936 gainful workers, or an average of 1.4 
per family. Since the median size of family was found to be 4.8, this would 
mean an average of 3.4 dependents for each family or 2.4 for each worker. 
Table XII shows these families classified by size and by the number of 
gainful workers present. Subsequent tables will indicate the usual occupa
tion and employment status of these workers at the time of the June survey. 

TABLE XII.-Percentage distribution of relief families by size 
and by number of gainful workers. 

NUMBER OF GAINFUL WORKERS 
Size of 

relief 5 or 
famUy Total None 2 3 4 more 

Total 100.0 1.1 71.3 16.8 7.7 2.4 0.7 
1 100.0 11.4 88.6 
2 100.0 3.3 91.5 5.2 
3 100.0 1.4 82.5 14.8 1.4 
4 100.0 0.5 76.5 16.2 6.4 0.4 
5 100.0 0.3 71.7 18.3 8.3 1.4 
6 100.0 0.5 63.8 22.3 9.5 4.1 0.3 
7 100.0 0.3 55.3 21.3 17.0 4.1 2.0 
8 100.0 0.4 44.7 29.0 15.7 7.8 2.4 
9 100.0 35.7 26.5 23.2 11.9 2.7 
10 100.0 22.1 27.9 31.4 13.9 4.7 
11 100.0 10.3 27.6 34.5 13.8 13.8 
12 or more 100.0 13.8 10.3 27.6 31.0 17.3 

From Table XII it will be seen that, while the number of workers in
creased with the size of the household, the increase was not proportionate. 
For example, of those households having four members (the median for the 
sample was 4.8) one-half of one percent had no gainful workers, 76.5 per
cent had only one, 16.2 percent had two, 6.4 percent had three, and four
tenths of one percent had four. There was a total of 1,908 households and 
2,474 gainful workers in this size group, representing an average of 1.3 
workers and 2.7 dependents in each family. 

Of the families containing eight members, four-tenths of one percent 
had no gainful workers, 44.7 percent had only one, 29.0 percent had two, 
15.7 percent had three, 7.8 percent had four, and 2.4 percent had five or 
more. There was a total of 510 families and 986 gainful workers in this 
size group, representing an average of 1.9 workers and 6.1 dependents in 

11The term "gainful workers" as employed in this survey Included all persons 16-64 years 
of age who were working or seeking work. 
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each family. If the number of workers had increased proportionately with 
size of family the average would have been Z:6 workers for each 5.4 depen
dents. It is therefore obvious that, in terms of the number of dependents 
for each potential wage earner, the smaller family groups hold a marked 
advantage over the larger ones. 

Differences in the proportion of gainful workers by family in the dif
ferent residence groups were not striking. In comparison with the rural
nonfarm and small city residents those in the rural-farm areas had 
somewhat fewer households with no gainful workers and a slightly higher 
proportion with three or more. 

Change in Occupation of Relief Recipients 
In order to throw some light on recent occupational shifts presumably 

resulting, at least in part, from the economic depression a comparison was 
made between the reported usual occupation of gainful workers and their 
current occupation at the time of the June 1935 survey. These comparisons 
are shown in Table XIII. A total of 12,022 gainful workers reported a usual 
occupation. In 94 cases the usual occupation was not ascertainable, while 
1,820 able-bodied workers reported no usual occupation. These were almost 
entirely nonheads of families and represented for the most part unemployed 
youths who had never worked at regular jobs but who were seeking employ
ment at the time of the survey. 

Of the 12,022 individuals whose usual occupation was ascertained, 8,970, 
or nearly three-fourths, were agricultural workers and 3,052, or approxi
mately one-fourth, were nonagricultural workers. Occupational shifts had 
apparently been much more frequent in the latter group than in the former. 
For example, 82.7 percent of the agricultural workers but only 30.3 percent 
of the nonagricultural workers were currently employed at their usual oc
cupations. A major part of this difference was accounted for by the larger 
proportion of unemployed persons in the nonagricultural occupations. 
The percentage here was 53.4 as compared with only 14.9 for those reporting 
agriculture as a usual .occupation. This agrees with previous statements 
(see p. 16) to the effcet that the problem of relief in the rural areas of the 
state is not primarily due to unemployment but rather to insufficient farm 
income. 

TABLE XIII.-Comparison of usual occupations of 12,022 gainful workers 
in relief households with their current occupation as of June, 1935. 

CURRENT 
OCCUPATION 

-~--
. --~ Same as Other 

usual than 
occupa- usual Unem-

Usual Occupation Total tion occupation ployed 

% % % % 
Agricultural workers 100.0 82.7 2.4 14.9 

Farm operators 100.0 87.5 5.7 6.8 
Owners and managers 100.0 94.3 3.3 2.4 
Tenants 100.0 88.5 4.8 6.7 
Croppers 100.0 79.2 10.4 10.4 

Farm laborers 100.0 67.3 3.4 29.3 
Non agricultural workers 100.0 30.3 16.3 53.4 

Unskilled 100.0 39.3 8.4 52.3 
Other 100.0 10.9 33.3 55.8 
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It would alSo appear from the above table that the unskilled nonagricul
tural workers fared considerably better as regards continuity of employ
ment than did those in the category labelled "other." Only 8.4 percent of 
the former but 33.3 percent of the latter are shown to have a current occu
pation different from their usual one. This may conceivably be due to the 
relative scarcity of skilled, semi-skilled, and entrepreneural type of employ
ment in predominantly rural areas. 

Education 
It is generally conceded that a positive correlation exists between eco

nomic status and the amount of formal education. A number of studies of 
the relief population seem to bear out this assumption.18 In the present 
study, educational data were not secured for the June sample but those for 
October are in general agreement with previous findings. 

Of the 5,114 heads of rural-farm relief families in the sample counties 
in October, 1935, over five percent had failed to complete the first grade, 
one-fourth had quit school at grade four or five, and a slightly smaller pro
portion had completed the eighth grade. Fewer than two percent had fin
ished high school and only 11 percent were reported to have had any high 
school work. Only 24 out of the entire number had ever entered college. 

As in other studies, residents of the nonfarm areas showed somewhat 
higher educational attainments than did those living on farms. For ex
ample, the rural-nonfarm group showed 14 percnt continuing in school 
beyond the eighth grade as compared with only 11 percent for the rural
farm group. Differences were much more marked in the sample (308 per
sons) of family heads from small cities. Of this group, 27 percent had gone 
beyond the eighth grade and over half of this number had finished high 
school. The better showing of the village and town residents in comparison 
with the rural-farm group is no doubt partially explained by the superior 
educational facilities available to the former. It is also possible that occu
pational selection may be a contributing factor. In other words, it may be 
that those household heads with least formal education tend to find their 
best employment opportunities in agriculture. Data concerning education 
of the heads of relief families are summarized in Table XIV. 

Data pertaining to education, like other material descriptive of the relief 
population, has more significance when compared with corresponding infor
mation for the nonrelief or the general population. Most such comparisons 
in the preceding pages have been limited to pointing out resemblances and 
differences between the relief sample and the general population as recorded 
by the 1930 Census. In regard to education, however, very little information 
concerning the general population of the sample counties is available. 
The Census material on education is meager and is not broken down by 
counties. The best Oklahoma data available for purposes of comparison 
are furnished by an unpublished study of the rural-farm population of four 
rural counties.19 These counties-Cotton, Craig, Haskell and Major-were 

"' For Oklahoma, see Mattie Faye McCollum, A Comparison of Relief and Nonrelief 
Households of Two Oklahoma Counties in Relation to Social and Economic Organi
zation, unpublished M. B. thesis, Department of Sociology and Rural Life, Okla
homa Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1938, pp. 88-96; ,.nd Robert T. Mc
Millan, A Social and Economic Stud?/ of Relief Families in Ottawa County, Okla
homa, 1934, Oklahoma Agricultural Experiment Station, Technical Bulletin No. 2, 
July 1938, pp. 33, 34; 37-39. For the United States, see T. C. McCormick, Rural 
Households, Relief and Nonrelief, pp. 30-35. W. P. A. Division of Social Research, 
Research Monograph II, 1935. 

1" This project, "The Social Correlatives of Farm Tenure Status," is being conducted 
under the direction of William H. Sewell of the Department of Sociology and Rural 
Life of Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College. The dat .. were collected in 
1937. 
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selected as representative of the rural areas of the State and are essentially 
similar to the nine counties included in the 1935 relief survey. While the 
data are not strictly comparable it is believed that they provide some fairly 
reliable indication of differences in educational background. The results 
are presented in Table XV. It will be seen from this table that the heads 
of the relief families are somewhat over-represented in grades below seven 
and, with the exception of grade nine, correspondingly under-represented in 

TABLE XIV.-Percentage distribution of heads of relief families 
classified by last school grade completed and by residence. 

RESIDENCE 

All Rural- Rural- Small 
Last grade completed residences farm nonfarm city 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

0 4.5 5.1 3.4 1.3 
1-3 10.0 10.5 8.3 10.4 
4 and 5 24.3 24.7 24.0 19.5 
6 12.8 13.3 11.2 13.0 
7 9.9 10.0 10.4 6.5 
8 24.4 24.0 26.3 20.8 
9 5.1 5.4 4.7 2.6 
10 2.5 2.5 2.6 2.6 
11 1.4 1.2 1.7 3.9 
12 2.9 1.7 4.3 14.3 
More than 12 0.8 0.4 1.1 3.9 

Unknown 1.3 1.1 2.0 1.3 

TABLE XV.-Educational attainments of heads of rural-farm relief families 
and heads of families representing the total rural-farm 

population 

SAMPLE OF STATE 
RURAL FARM RELIEF 
POPULATION** POPULATION*• 

Last grade completed Number Percent Number Percent 

Total 1212 100.0 5114 100.0 

0 62 5.1 260 5.1 
1-3 87 7.2 536 10.5 
4 and 5 239 19.7 1262 24.7 
6 82 6.8 682 13.3 
7 137 11.3 512 10.0 
8 359 29.6 1226 24.0 
9 55 4.5 276 5.4 
10 45 3.7 128 2.5 
11 22 1.8 60 1.2 
12 59 4.9 90 1.7 
More than 12 36 3.0 24 0.4 

Unknown 29 2.4 58 1.1 

• Data. from the nine sample counties included in the October 1935 relief survey. 
• • 1937 data: from Cotton, Craig, Haskell and Major counties. 
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the grades above six. The differences are particularly striking in the pro
portions of the two groups that had finished high school. These findings 
are similar to those of McCollum in a comparative study of relief and non
- clief households in Payne and Cleveland counties. Oklahoma.20 

From the data on school attendance shown in Table XVI it would appear 
that the children of relief recipients are in the process of acquiring educa
t:onal handicaps similar to those of their parents. At least, a much smaller 
proportion from the younger age groups of the relief population were at
tending school than was true of corresponding ages in the sample from the 
general population. For example, in the age group five to six, 48 percent 
of the general population but only 28 percent of the relief population was 
attending school. The fact that the differences were much less in the 
older age groups may be due in part to the operation of the State school 
attendance law, which requires that a child remain in school until he has 

TABLE XVI.-Percentage distribution of persons 5 to 20 years of age in 
rural-farm families by specific age groups and by 

school attendance. 

SAMPLE OF STATE 
RURAL FARM RELJ:EF 

POPULATION* POPULATION** 

In Not in In 
Age s,chool school school 

Total 71.3 28.7 69.3 

5-6 48.0 52.0 28.2 
7-9 96.5 3.5 91.0 
10-13 97.4 2.6 97.5 
14-15 88.7 11.3 89.7 
16-17 58.1 41.9 57.9 
18-20 19.8 80.2 20.0 

• Sample from Cotton, Craig, Haskell and Major counties, 1937. 
•• Total rural-farm relief population in nine sample counties, 1935. 

Not In 
school 

30.7 

71.8 
9.0 
2.5 

10.3 
42.1 
80.0 

completed the eighth grade or until he is 18 years of age. If, as seems 
probable, the child of relief parents tends to enter school at a later age and to 
remain retarded in his grade progress in comparison with the child of non
relief parents, it is to be expected that the relief group would show a rela
tively larger proportion of older children in school than would be true at 
the younger age levels. Data on grade progress and the extent of retard
ation was not obtained in the present survey, but the Oklahoma study by 
McCollum previously referred to shows a definite retardation of children 
from relief households. 

A word of caution concerning the significance of the educational status 
of recipients of relief is perhaps appropriate at this point. Notwithstanding 
the demonstrated inferiority of their educational background it would be a 
mistake to assume, as is frequently done, that inadequate education is a 
basic "cause" of economic dependence. The facts are that a large number 
of rural nonrelief persons have an educational background as poor or poorer 
than do most of the recipients of relief, while many of the latter have a 
better than average education. It may well be that poor education is as 
much a consequence as a cause of a low economic status. As long as the 

"" Op, cit., pp. 88, 89. 
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prevailing economic system is subject to recurring "depressions" it is un
likely that educational or other individual qualifications can insure immun
ity from unemployment and loss of economic independence. 

CONCLUSION 
Aside from emphasizing the magnitude of relief needs in rural areas, 

one of the most outstanding facts which emerges from this study is the 
essential similarity of the relief population to the general or total population. 
It is true that relief families are slightly larger and that the relief group 
as a whole is somewhat younger and less well educated than the general 
population. But, when these and other possible differences are taken into 
account, the fact remains that a major proportion of all persons receiving 
relief are indistinguishable from the rest of the population except in regard 
to economic status. 

It must be recognized that the discovery of differences between the 
averages of the two groups with respect to various factors such as those 
noted above does not fully answer the question as to the causes of these 
differences. In order to ascertain more fully the fundamental factors re
sponsible for the relief problem it would be necessary to go beyond the con
sideration of individual characteristics and differences to an analysis of the 
social and economic structure itself. Such an analysis is, of course, outside 
the scope of the present study. 
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