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CHA.PrER I 

EXPOSITION OF THE THESIS 

The Problem 

The experience of tackling the severe debt problems 

of even one family can set a caseworker back on her heels 

with quite a jolt. Beneath the surface of apparently un­

avoidable and realistic causes for the debt tangles, there 

often lie unconscious motivations or defects of character 

that continually spin new webs of debt. The inexpert worker 

may approach the tangle of debt with budget in hand, relief 

in one pocket and debt consolidation in the other, confi­

dence in the client's practical coooeration animating her 

spirit - only to encounter resistances in the client which 

call for another kit of tools entirely. It was some such 

experience which interested the writer to inquire what can 

be done to help people enmeshed in debts. One may safely 

assume that no social agency, public or private, undertakes 

to pay off debts on a large scale. Even those public 

agencies which have the most generous standards of relief 

in one category or another, do not figure debts into their 

budgets and private agencies can afford to use relief only 

as one of several approaches to the problem. Moreover, if 

relief were available without limit it could be absorbed by 

some families as water is in the desert, without leaving a 

=:_:____,::-:-_·.::=·-_-_:;::::- - -·-- ----
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trace. What are the other, and perhaps more constructive 

ways of helpiDF these families? 

The Method of Study 

The present study was conducted in a private family 

agency, the Family Society of Greater Boston. All District 

Offices of the Society were addressed with a request for 

case records.of recent vintage preeenting "major debt prob­

lema". Almost all the cases which came to the minds of the 

District Secretaries in response to this request, were 

acceptable fer purposes of this study. They were major debt 

problems in one sense or another, i.e.: 1) the debts felt 

burdensome to _the client even if not in reality excessive; 

2) the creditors were using or threatening drastic collection 

methods which endangered jobs, possessions or other security; 

3) debt payments were eating into the minimum necessaries 

of life; or 4) the debt was in reality extreme, even though 

the client did not recognize it and was not appropriately 

concerned. 

To define debt problems more exactly in dollars and 

cents would lead the writer into studies of budgets and 

comparative living standards that would be beyond the scope 

of this paper; moreover, av?ilable case records do not afford 

the fine.ncial details requisite for such definition. Here, 

we are more concerned with what services a casework a~ency 

can give to people in debt than we are with the economics 

.-.if­
' 
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of the situation. The distribution of income in relation 

to responsibilities and special hardships is certainly in­

equitable, and of ~ajor significance to the consumer debt 

problem. But, given the support which public welfare pro­

grams provide for basic needs, given the medical care facil­

ities of an area like Metropolitan Boston, and given the 

ability of other familiae in compe.rable ei tuatione to remain 

solvent, it becomes valid to inquire why certain familiae 

get seriously in debt and what can be done about it within 

the current framework of private agency resources. 

The Sources of Data 

Twenty-four case records were studied with these 

questions in mind. The cases had been proposed at random 

by the District Secretaries of the Family Society, drawing 

on their memories of recent contacts. The writer welcomed 

the resulting variety, ae her purpose was to make a qual­

itative rather than a statistical kind of study. A few 

proffered cases were ruled out on the basis that the contact, 

broken by the client, had been too short to cast any light 

on the problem; but two or three short-term cases are in­

cluded for variety. Moat are cases active in the last three 

years, well within the period of the agency's current relief 

policy. However, three are older cases whose handling may 

illustrate subtle differences but nothing far afield of 

current practice. Seven cases were open at the time of 



writing, twelve were closed and five so inactive that they 

might as well have been closed. In some the debt problem 

was paramount to the client at point of application and 

remained so, in others it quickly receded into the background, 

in still others debts never did preoccupy the client. To 

the writer, it seemed better not to select her cases ri~idly 

with respect to any of these features, but to obtain a varied 

sample and then see what common factors, if any, mi~ht emerge 

from the series. The case recorda were all examined in the 

light of the schedule attached as Appendix. 

The Agency Setting 

The Family Society of Greater Boston, a private 

agency, comprises a Central Office and thirteen Family Ser-­

vice Centers which serve Boston and forty-odd outlying com­

munities. In addition, its resources include a Vocational 

Counseling Department and a Department for Older People. 

The Society is ~ seventy-two-year--old organization which has 

evolved with the times from its beginnings in "friendly 

visiting of the poor" to its present hi~hly professional 

casework service to families of all economic levels, not to 

mention all creeds, races and colors. Under the by-laws 

adopted in March, 1947, the objectives of the Family Society 

are as follows: 

••• to promote sound family life through two ma.1or 
functions: 

1) Social casework available to individuals in 
the community who desire help in meetin~ problems 

4. 



within themselves, in their family relationships 
or in their adaptation to their environments. 
2) Community leadership in the promotion of educa­
tion for family living and in the improvement of 
social conditione directly affecting family life.1 

The Society derives its support from several sources: invested 

funds, restricted and unrestricted; special gifts, trust 

funds, etcetera; Community Fund moneys; and, to a small 

extent, from fees. It dispenses these from a General Fund 

and a Relief Fund, the latter covering all income and expend­

iture in connection with relief to clients. 

The policy of the Society in regard to dispensin~ 

relief is as follows, according to the by-laws of 1947: 

1. Relief funds may be used appropriately to provide 
opportunity on a selective basis for development and 
growth such as education and special training, rec­
reational and group experience; and to meet other 
needs which are important in personality and family 
development. 

2. Funds when available will also be used to meet eco­
nomic need in certain situations in which the need 
is for a relatively brief period Of time. Such 
cases are chosen on the basis that the ~ivin~ of 
temporary help will enable the client to carry through 
a plan in relation to his or his family's situation . 
which is sound and appropriate. 

3. Relief may be given in instances of emergency when 
there is neither time nor facilities to evaluate 
a plan. 
Any consideration of relief giving in a private 

family agency is based on the established principle 
that it is the responsibility of the Departments of 
PUblic Welfare to meet basic relief needs. Duplication 
of the relief giving of the local Departments of Public 
Welfare or assumption of their responsibility would 
serve only to obstruct the progress of the Departments 

1 Family Society, 1'Dff1ce Manual", 1948 (mimeographed), 
p.3 '· 

5· 



toward the p:oal of adequacy in all categories of public 
rel1ef.2 

This policy has been painfully evolved over the past decade 

or so, as the philosophy of public responsi bill ty for meeting ' 

basic human needs has bedome well established in our social 

system. For a time after the depression years, the public 

welfare agencies granted only a bare subsistence minimum to 

their clients, while the Family Society continued to sup­

plement this sum for a good many families in order to provide 

items which properly qualify as necessities. Both for 

workers and for clients it was a struggle to relinquish 

this policy, but failure of the Community Fund in recent 

years to attain its goals has been an added spur to the 

application of logic to the Family Society's relief policy. 

At present, the policy above-quoted is being rather strictly 

applied, so that fewer and fewer clients apply to the ap:ency 

in the expectation of bein~ granted general relief. 

It might be wondered whether a family society en­

aeavoring to help families with debt problems would itself 

lend money to them. In this respect the Family Society's 

policy is as follows: 

It is contrary to the policy of the Society to make 
loans to clients or to guarantee repayment of loans 
that they may make of others. The lender-borrower 
relationship is based upon different considerations 

2 Ibid., p.57 

6. 
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than 1s the worker-cl1ent relat1onsh1p. The mak1ng 
of a loan 1s a bus1ness transact1on and should not 
be made w1thout full expectat1on of repayment w1th 
suff1c1ent co!lateral or other secur1ty to ~uarantee 
repayment •••• 

3 Ib1d., p.61 



CHAPTER II 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

General Discussion of Cpnsumer Credit 

Opportunities for getting into debt are more widely 

available to the average man no~adays than they have ever 

been; or shall we say, the opportunities are more yaried. 

For while it has been common since ancient times for the 

laborer to be chained by debt to his employer, the phenom-

enon of consumer credit as such is a rather modern one. 

Nowadays, a man may not only run up bills with the grocer, 

the milkman, the fuel company, the utilities and the land­

lard, but he may buy all kina of goods "on time", and 111ay 

borrow cash, with and without collateral, from a variety of 

sources. As many authorities have pointed out, the old 

philosophy of thrift is disappearing under the influence of 

mass production, hi~her livin~ standards and a money economy. 

People are urged to spend, to pay-as-they-use, to exchange 

old models constantly for new ones, and to anticipate 

steadily increasing earnings. Credit is almost urged upon 

them while often the accompanying obligations and hazards 
1 

are soft-pedaled. Consumer credit has grown to such pro-

portions that it figures largely in the t~reat of inflation 

and measures to limit its total amount have been taken by 

1 Dr. Louis N. Robinson, Living in Debt, p.2-5 
-..;:- ·-



Federal regulation. These measures affect the individual 

consumer by specifyin~ the proportions of the down-payments 

on goods bought on the installment plan and the length of 
2 time over which the debt may be liquidated. 

The lar~eet volume of consumer credit is extended 

to people in the form of charge accounts and 11open-book11 

accounts - the kind that obtains when one rune up a bill 
3 

at the corner grocer. Next in order of volume come install-

ment sales, in which the purchaser may make hie payments 

either to the retailer or to a Sales Finance Company which 

serves to finance the long-extended sale when the retailer 

cannot well afford to do so, especially for large expensive 

items like cars. The buyer's obligation in either case 

is to pay stated amounts at regular intervale at the risk 

of losing all or part of hie investment if he does not com­

plete the payments within a set period. The seller's 

interest is secured by the goode in question and sometimes 

by other things such as an assignment of wages. The seller 

is usually not eager to repossess the used articles, whose 

resale value may be negligible, but the threat of reposses­

sion is an effective stimulus of payments. Often the buyer 

does not realize the full extent of his commitments, when 

2 Theodore N. Beckman, "Federal Regulation of Con­
sumer Credit", Proceedings of the National Conference on 
Consumer Credit. 1948, p.Bo-83 

3 LeBaron R. Foster, Credit for Consumers, p.21 
.. ~:..--.;;_·=---=~-..o;:-__ . -- -·-··-·· 



he signs the purchase agreement. He fails to read or under-

stand the small print and may not real1ze, for instance, if 

he makes a second purchase before completing payments on a 

first one from the same dealer, that he has given the seller 

permission to repossess both items if he fails to complete 

payment for the second one. Furthermore, he rarely figures 

how expensive the privilege of buyinp: "on time 11 is, for the 

cost of this credit is apt to be disguised. On the other 

hand it would be out of the question for most people to own 

the expensive 11hard 11 goods which they have if purchase 

could not be extended over long periods of time • 
4 

.Among the cash credit agencies are banks - both In­

dustrial Banks and the Personal Loan Departments of Com-

mercial Banke - Small Lean, or Personal Finance, Companies, 

Credit Unions, Remedial Loan Companies and Pawnbrokers, as 
5 

well as illegal lenders. The rates of interest at banks 

~ ,::--.::_--

are lower as a rule than those charged by Small Loan Com-

panies but the banks require one or two co-signers of known 

responsibility and/or collateral of kinds not available to 

the average small debtor. It has been estimated that as 

many as 85 per cent 

lateral re~uired by 

of people do not have the 
6 

banks so that the bulk of 

4 L.R.Foster, op. cit., p.8-13 

5 L.R.Foster, op.cit., p.l3-21 

6 L.R.Foster, 0!1oCit., p.l 
----- - ____ - __ - :__-=_-::__:__ -=-~ =--

kind of col-

consumer loans 
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are not made by these agencies - althou~h their security 
7 

requirements are tendin~ to become liberaliz~d. 

If a man chances to be a member he may borrow from 

a Credit Union which is a small consumer's cooperative 

orP:anized among a close-knit group of people associated in 

employment or in some such way as by nationality or religion. 

Such unions operate under special laws, are largely tax-

exempt, have very low overhead expenses, and lend small 

amounts only, to fellow~members only. Their interest rates 

are about 1 per cent a month on the unpaid balance. Credit 

extended by these agencies does not bUlk large in the total 

consumer credit picture. 8 In a few places there are so-called,· 

Remedial Loan Societies originally set up as reform measures 

on a semi-philanthropic basis, to lend money at low rates 

of interest on the security of chattel mortgages. Pawnshops 

are another, better-known, type of agency which usually op­

erate under regulations applied by law to them specifically. 

Other sources of cash credit secured by specific assets 

which the borrower holds are Life Insurance Companies and 

Savings Banks. 

Chiefly, however the small borrower resorts to a 

,.._.__ ·-·-------
7 Verbal communication from Mr. Thomas H. Hoare, 

Director, Division of Social Relations, Massachusetts Asso­
ciation of Small Loan Companies. 

8 L.R.Foster, pp.cit., p.15 
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licensed Small Loan or Personal Finance Company. 9 Because 

of the risks it takes and the costliness of its operations, 

this type of company has to charge a high rate of interest -

usually 2i to 3t per cent per month. It operates in com­

petition with the 11loan-shark11 of ill-repute and wherever 

the states have failed to regulate the small loan business 

wisely, 11loan-sharks 11 have flooded the field with their 

sky-high credit. Anti-usury laws attempting to wipe out 

this evil have failed completely except in states where 

they were matched by permissive statutes which enabled le­

gitimate lenders to charge enough to stay in business. 

Massachusetts was the first state to enact a suc.cessful law 

of this tyne and here the small loans business flourishes, 

under decent conditions, with the borrower protected against 
10 

excessive interest and all sorts of sharp practices. Under 

this law a man may borrow up to three hundred dollars on 

his own security at a rate that has been recently reduced 

from 3 per cent to 2 per cent per month on the unpaid bal-

ance. Under another law he may borrow more from the same 

company at a sli~htly lower rate. Most of the loans are 

secured only by the borrower's signature, although many 

are co-signeE!. and some few are secured by wage assignments 

9 Margaret Grobben, "Volume and Classification of 
Consumer Loans", The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, 196:74, March, 1938 --

10 William T. Foster, Loan Sharks and Their Victims 

12. 



11 
or chattel mortgages. Usually the borrower repays the 

loan in monthly installments over a period of a year or two 

and pays interest only oh what is outstanding. At any moment 

he may repay the whole amount if he is able. The law re­

quires that he be made clearly acquainted with the terms of 

the loan and he may complain to the state supervisor of an 

alleged in.1ustice. 

Actually the system works smoothly and the Association 

of Small Loan Companies itself maintains a Division of Social 

Relations to take up hardship and complaint CASes as they 

arise between a borrower and a member company. According 

to the Director of this Division, Mr. Tho~as H.Hoare, the 

Division usually receives something on the order of two 

hundred referrals a year, and of these the large majority 

concern debtors who, because of some unforseeable contingency 

are unable to meet their obli~ations. Usually an adjustment 

is worked out. Mr. Hoare estimates that in the small loan 

business at V1.rge, about one per cent of the sume due are 

not collected. 

It is the practice of the Small Loan Companies to 

investigate the would-be borrower to check on the accuracy 

of his statements as to his identity, employ~ent, credit 

standing and prior obli~ations. They try to obtain some 

idea of his character, family stability and habits but if 

11 Mr. Hoare 

13. 



the borrower wishes, he can quite easily disguise unfavor­

able factors, doctor his budget and overestimate his ability 
12 

to repay the loan, and it is to the lender's advanta~e to 

make a large volume of loans,so that he too may be tempted 

to extend credit unwisely. According to Mr. Hoare, the 

companies in Massachusetts refuse about 30 per cent of 

their loan applicants. 

When a consumer defaults on his obligations there 

are several thinp:s the creditor can do about it, in a2dition 

to those above-mentioned in connection with installment 

sales. If a wage assignment was written into the contraBt 

this means that without court action the creditor may claim 

a certain part of the debtor's wages. In Massachusetts, 

the original assignment must have been signed by the bor­

rower's wife and by his employer. This device is not very 
13 

commonly used, perhaps because of people's reluctance to 

have their employers know of their indebtedness, especially 

when no default has occurred and none is contemplated. More 

commonly, loans and installment sales are secured by chattel 

mortgages, or claims upon the household and personal goods 

of the borrower. According to Mr. LeOam of the Boston Legal 

Aid Society, such mortgages are almost never taken up by the 

r---------
, 

12 Mr. Hoare 

13 Verbal communication from Mr. Edward J. LeCam, 
Attorney for the Boston Legal Aid Society. 

14. 
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Small Loan Companies. No doubt because of the scant value 

of the goods and the outra~ed public opinion which results 

from denuding people of their necessities, the practice has 

proved a boomeran~. 

A wage attachment or garnishment can be secured by a 

creditor through court action and a jud~ment of this kind 

orders the employer to hold the employee's wages pending 

judicial decision of the amount that shall be paid over to 

the creditor. Until recently in Massachusetts, almost any 

creditor could secure a wage attachment without going into 

court and without prior notice to the debtor. The privilege 

was subject to wide abuse, causing great hardship and an-

guish. About three years ago, however, legislation was 

passed to protect the debtor and to make the whole process 

much more difficult. Currently, the first forty dollars of 

the debtor's weekly pay is protected against any attachment, 

and it is for the .Judge to decide what proportion of the 
14 excess, if any, may be paid by the employer to the creditor • 

A creditor may go to court against his debtor without seeking 

a wage attachment, simply to obtain .lud~ment of what is due 

him and an order to the debtor to pay in such installments 

as the Judge may deem feasible. If the debtor ignores such 

orders he may be found in contempt of court. There is the 

additional penalty that court costs including the sheriff's 

14 Mr. LeCam 
. -- ...::.= --,.-_=o:::_---,--_ ---==--- .-_ ~-- ;;-~- -
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charges for serving summonses are added to the ori~inal debt 
15 

every time the creditor takes court action. 

However it is the writer's impression that all these 

sanctions are effective more for the fear and anxiety they 

create than because of their actual application. In par-

ticular, there is the fear that the debtor will lose his .lob 

if his employer is annoyed with ~arni$hments and wage as­

signments. 

Finally, if a man is totally unable to meet his ob-

ligations he may voluntarily go bankrupt. This wipes out 

all his debts, and does not, contrary to popular impression, 

make it impossible for him to secure credit a~ain. That 

such bankruptcy is not commoner may be due partly to the 

stigma which is, or is thou~ht to be, attached to such a 

move, as well as to the considerable cost of the permissive 

legal action and to prevaili~ i~norance of the required 
16 

procedure. 

The hazards of consumer credit have led ~radually to 

one remedial measure after another. Both the voluntary 

Legal lid Societies and the various levels of government 

have had to concern themselves with the vicissitudes of 

people who borrowed more than they could repay, and the 

abuses practiced by unprincipled lenders. For no matter 

15 Mr. LeCam 

16 Mr. Hoare 

16. 
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how expensive the credit is, there are always people who 

must resort to it and unless a third party protects them 

they are at the mercy of avarice.17 

General Discussion of Borrowers 

There has not been much written about the client-in-

debt as a distinct problem in social work. Perhaps he is 

E£1 essentially a problem distinct from the client with a 

marginal or insufficient income. The threats which hang 

over him are distinctive and may precipitate emergencies of 

special kinds, but the motivations which animate him are 

probably not unique, and his feelings about needing and 

receiving help are matched by the feelings of other clients 

faced with dependency. 

Many writers have pointed up the complexity of factors 

operating when a client seeks financial help. The complexity 

is three-fold. First, there are the client's feelings about 

having been inadequate, about haVing to ask and perhaps, to 

be refused, about somehow losing other aspects of his inde-

pendence along with his economic independence. These pros-

pects may be painful to him or partly pleasurable, and they 

are likely to have implications for his relationships with 

his wife and children, possibly with other relatives and 

intimates. Secondly, the values of our time and culture 

17 W.T.Foster, op.cit. 

17. 
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bear upon the situation in that they contemplate individual 

dependence as an exception to be deplored. Thirdly, there 

are the worker's feelin~s concerning people who have to ask 

for help and concerning her own relation to them, in which 

her needs may prompt her to mana~e or to punish or to atone, 

or to behave in some other way irrelevant to the client's 

reality. Many of these feelings and attitudes can be iden­

tified in any particular case and it is the worker's task 

to be aware or them. 

One may speculate as to the additional features of 

a debt case. Sometimes, the client who runs up huge debts 

may be one less able to face facts than the client who asks 

for help as soon as his income fails to cover current needs; 

or he may be struggling harder to maintain his independence. 

It does appear that borrowing can dis~uise the fact that a 

client has E£ margin of income, and can postpone for him the 

day of facing his inadequacy. Occasionally, a client per­

sists in such an illusion even after anplying to a social 

agency for help, by saying that he wants no relief - just 

a loan. There are circumstances when the client's prospects 

may .1ustify a loan, but as a rule caseworkers steer clear 

of such entanglements. The debtor-creditor relationship 

is not compatible with the casework relationship, and es- · 

pecially would default on the client's part make it pretty 

impossible for the worker ever to help him in the specific 

Furthermore, the chief service 

18. 



that a caseworker can render to an indebted client is more 

often that of facing facts with him, helping him to see the 

real cost of credit, and the unreality of his bud~et, and 

helping him to use existing resources for unraveling the 

tangle. 

The writer could find only one study of families in 

debt which had been made from the social worker's point of 

view. This was a study conducted in the Community Service 

Society of New York and summarized by Madeline Moore as one 

chapter of the book entitled Relief Practice in a Family 

A~ency. Miss Moore discussed the debtors under three diag­

nostic categories: 1) those who "contract debts to meet an 

acute emergency or to cover a chronic deficit in the budget 

by consolidating bills"; 2) those "whose borrowin~ is more 

11 affected by emotional factors and disturbed family relation­
'! 

.i 
. _._ 

ships"; and 3) those who "show more f'~ankly delinquent tend­

encies and contract debts with little or no tntention of 

meeting the obligation". Treatment of the problem followed, 

naturally, upon the diagnosis. In all cases as Miss Moore 

pointed out, it was essential to understand the borrower as 

a person, to understand his feelings about money and about 

his obligations, and to evaluate his capacity to face the 

realities of his situation. If he had such capacity, the 

worker could utilize this to clarify his thinking and per­

haps to educate him somewhat in regard to the management 

19. 



of credit, mystery that the subject is to so many people. 

It was up to the worker to deal with the disturbances in 

family relationships which so often resulted from the strains 

of indebtedness, as well as with those conflicts which might 

have brought about the debts in the first place; and to ~ive 

money - if at all 

the experience to 

- with full appreciation 
18 

the client. 

of the meaning of 

18 Madeline U. Moore, "Relief in Treatment of Families 
with Indebtedness Problems", Relief Practice in a Family 
Agency 
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CHAPTER III 

ii PRESENTATION OF DATA 
" il ,, 
'I -, Characteristics of the Debts 

. ·-¥-

In proceedi~ to analyze the chracteristics of the 

debts encountered in her series of cases, the writer wishes 

to remind the reader again that the data are by no means 

complete. For one reason or another, it was not possible, 

or did not seem desirable or necessary to record the full 

financial story in most cases; indeed, probably no one of 

the records gives a complete picture such as would be re­

quired, for instance, to establish eligibility for some 

category of public welfare. Furthermore, some of the 

families were known over periods of several years during 

which their financial situations were not static. Therefore, 

the writer has simply made observations on the data that 

~available and has tried to state them within limits 

such that additional data would not be likely to invalidate 

the observations which follow. Since details of the debts 

are entirely lacking in several case records, it may safely 

be assumed that the number of instances mentioned 1n each 

item discussed below is less than 1t would be if all details 

were known. 

CREDITORS 

It 1s known that at least seventeen of the twenty-four 

-~ --- -:..--.;:·_:- :-:=----=== 
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clients owed money to one or more cash credit agencies, 

usually to Small Loan Companies, sometimes to banks. There 

were few mentions of Credit Unions. One client borrowed 

from a fund maintained by the large company for which he 

worked, and then lacked for necessities because so large a 

part of his earnings were deducted to repay the loan. A 

number of these loans had been taken out to finance medical 

care; this was the client's explanation in six instances, 

and very likely figured in other cases. Three of these 

clients and at least ei~ht others were also indebted directly 

to doctors and hospi tale. It should be understood that 

whereas some of the large city hospitals make a practice of 

adjustin~ payment terms to each patient's financial capacity, 

the small hospitals usually demand payment in full on dis­

charge, and a loan may be the only solution for the patient. 

The costs of medical care and other expenses incident 

to illness - such as loss of employment and substitute care 

for children - seem to account for more of the indebtedness 

than any other one item. At least seventeen of the clients 

mentioned these expenses as having contributed to their 

debt problems. Loans were also taken out to finance fur­

niture and clothing. As one client said, "We've always 

had a loan- ever since we took one out to buy the furniture, 

we have renewed it for one thing or another." Of course, 

many such purchases were financed instead by installment 

buying. The available data show that at least fifteen 

22. 
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clients were indebted to retailers, including installment 
sellers. Probably this figure should be much larger because 

some of these debts are easily forgotten and do not provoke 

so much anxiety as, for example, the debts for utilities. 

At least seven clients were indebted for light and gas or 

oil, services which may be terminated when the payments la~. 

i! Seven clients were behind on their rent or mortp:a9:e payments 

" at one or more times during their contact with the Family !i 
'I 

" 
[

1 

Society. One family repeatedly received eviction notices 
I 

!1 and would pay up the balance due for rent, only to fall be­
~! 

i: hind again, quite unnecessarily. It should be added that 
II 
,, mortgages have not been included here as debts except when ,, 
li 
ii the payments due on them had not been made. 

:i 
II 
'i 
il 
ii 
i' 
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It is worth while mentioning insurance although the 

records afford scant data about it. One client in the series, 

a man approaching retirement age, was chiefly concerned 

about his inability to pay an insurance nremium, but it iS 

the writer's impression that most of the clients neglected 

even to mention their obligations in this respect. Perhaps 

because the policy simply lapses if premiums are not paid, 

and the client loses something which has never been very 

tangible to him, he does not feel concerned; there is also 

the consideration that he can take out a new policy at 

small expense when things look up. 

23. 
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AMOUNT OF INDEBTEDNESS 

Very little that is meaningful can be said about the 

amount of indebtedness because this item must be correlated 

with amount of income and with the current budget. For one 

family a debt of four hundred dollars represented an impos-

sible load in view of their thirty-three-dollar-a-week income 

and forty-three dollar bud~et. Roughly half the clients in 

this series owed less than one thousand dollars, and one, 

With an adequate income, owed lese than two hundred but his 

method of handling the obligation had precipitated an emer-

gency whibh qualified the situation to be considered as a 

11debt problem 11
• Only one client owed as much as forty-five 

hundred dollars; he, despite ~cod earning capacity, broke 

down completely and died, leaving his widow quite insolvent. 

COlLECTION METHODS 

In at least nine cases pressure from one or more cred­

itors helped to precipitate the client's application to the 

Family Society. Four had been threatened with wage attach-

mente, three with court action. one with repossession of 

,
1 

furniture, one with foreclosure of a mortgage, and one feared 
II 
l1 that the bank whom he owed was about to collect from the co­
!i ,, 
:1 si~er, his mother-in-law! At least five other clients 
!i il faced such threats <!iurint:t the period of their contact with 
li 

the Family Society; and two more applied because of their 
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anxiety lest pressure be used to collect payments that were 

ur~ently due. Most of the threats were not carried out. In 

seven cases, the Family Society helped to avert the danger, 

in some cases the client found a last-minute solution, and 

in three cases the agency contact was broken before the out­

come could be learned. From the writer's own experience, 

she would judge that sanctions need rarely be applied by 

creditors, because the fear of them is effective. The six-

teen instances enumerated above do not even be~in to convey 

the anxiety experienc$d by clients in this series over their 

total indebtedness. 

6haracteristics ot the Debtors: Oases 

When we come to analyze the debtors, the records at 

hand are more revealing but difficult to classify, The at­

tempt to classify them accordin~ to Madeline Moore's system 

reveals that none of them properly fall into her third cate-

~ory of people who consciously expl~ credit agencies. Many 

qualify for the first category in that they borrow "to meet 

an acute emergency or to cover a chronic deficit .•• ", but 

often the deficit itself is due, in the worker's opinion, to 

emotional malad.Justment which inhibits earning power, and 

often the unavoidable debts are handled in an emotional, 

unrealistic way. Thus the majority of clients studied fall 

into Miss Moore's category of people~hose borrowin~ is more 

affected by emotional factors and disturbed family relation-

~=ole==== 
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ships•" This group can be further subdivided accordin~ to 

the emotional motivations involved. 

The writer has chosen, then, to present the cases 

studied in several groupings derived from the caseworkers' 

diagnose~ of the basic causes of indebtedness. Section B. 

of the working schedule paraphrases the worker's analysis of 

each case and particularly her opinion as to the psycho-

dynamics of it. This material has had to be deduced from 

the records sometimes" in the absence of an explicit state­

ment. It remains difficult to present in orderly fashion 

for the behavior patterns that ape found defy cate~ories. 

Most of the cases combine realistic and emotional features 

of indebtedness in various proportions and undoubtedly if 

mere were known about some of the cli~nts the dia~noses 

in those cases might be changed. In short, the assignment 

of each case to one or another group has been rather arbi-

trary at times, and to identify an emotional cause of finan-

cial harship is not to deny the painful reality of the 

hardship. 

The pattern followed in presenting the cases will be, 

first to describe the situation, then the teeatment, and 

finally to comment on the case as a debt problem. The ab­

breviat•ion F.S. will be used. throughout to deno'l$ the Family 

Society. 
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GROUP I 

These are the cases in which reality factors seem to 

outweigh emotional factors. There were four such cases out 

of twenty-four and two are presented for variety. 

Case A. 
Story 

The As were a young couple with three children 
aged six, four, and two. Mr. A. was referred to the 
F.S. through his CIO union for help with debts aris­
ing from really heavy medical expenses in connection 
with tneatment of one child's congenital anomaly and 
treatment of complications in Mrs. A's last pregnancy. 
There had also been expenses for substitute care of 
the children during Mrs. A's illness. The debts 
amounted to about one thousand dollars in all, most 
of it owed to loan companies from which Mr. A. had 
borrowed to pay doctors and hospitals. 

Mr. A. apnlied to the F.S. at the moment when a 
particular debt payment was urgently due and he was 
feeling quite desperate about it. He was earning 
sixty-five dollars a week and had good prospects of 
gettin~ a sunulementary job to augment his income as 
soon as he completed work on his Master's degree- and 
this was fairly imminent. At the mo~ent of referral, 
however, if all weekly debt payments were made there 
was a real deficit in the budget for minimum necessi­
ties. Mr. A. did not request relief in so many words 
but he anxiously wanted something to be done wit~out 
delay. 

Treatment 
The worker felt that there migpt be more than met 

the eye in this situation but was not able to elicit 
any other concern from the client, and in any case 
the presenting situation seemed real enough. She 
went over the budget in the first interview, pointing 
out its implications to the client who gave data quite 
willingly but had not faced the fact of the deficit. 
The worker then gave some relief on the basiw of a plan 
which included the client's assurance that his income 
would shortly be l:ncreased.. She tried to involve Mrs. A. 
in the contact but without success, and on Mr. A's 
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second - and final - interview, he reported that 
Mrs. A. was determined to go to work, despi~e his 
reluctance, to catch up on their debts. A small fur­
ther amount of relief was gtven, and the worker aug~ 
gested that the loan might be refinanced on more favoP­
able terms. No more was heard from Mr. A. 

Comment 

Here although the worker suspected other elements 

in the problem, Mr. A. resolutely confined discussion to 

the financial aspects. These seemed real and reasonable 

enough, and the prospect of adequate income in the near 

future seemed good enough to warrant a small investment. 

Case B. 
Story 

The B. family, consisti~ of parents and two chil­
dren, wa• referred by Mr. B a brother within two days 
of the family's arrival in Boston as Displaced Persons 
sponsored by the brother. The latter had been known 
for some time to a German-speaking worker at the F.S. 
and she obviously stood for him as a tower of support 
in a strange country so that even if the Bs had not 
faced problems they woUld have been introduced to the 
worker. However, they had arrived with a sick child 
and the brother was concerned that they were not takin~ 
the boy 1 s illness seriously enough. Moreover, there -
was the task of finding separate housing for them, as 
the brother's apartment was too small to contain two 
families. 

Actually, within three weeks of the Bs' arrival, 
their little boy Jan was admitted to the Children's 
Hospital with tuberculous menin~itis. There, a bill 
of nearly eight hundred dollars rapidly accumulated 
before the child was well enoup;h to be transferred to 
a State Sanatorium. Although Mr. B. had found work, 
and Mrs. B. soon went to work, producing a combined 
income that ranged from fifty to sixty-five dollars, 
they had started. out penniless so that the sum of 
eight hundred dollars represented a heavy charge 
against their earning power. Nevertheless, the Bs 
who had meanwhile found an apartment by themselves 
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went out and bought new furniture on the installment· 
plan rather than accept "charity" in the form of 
second-hand furniture from the F.S. The furniture 
added another eight hundred dollars to their indebted­
ness, but neither debt was pressing so long as they 
kept up the agreed payments. 

The Be did not request financial help from the F.S. 
but Mrs. B. expressed her concern about the hospital 
costs and was very much relieved when, with the help 
of the worker as go-between, the hospital tapped a 
special fund to pay for medications and when the rate 
of her payments was reduced to a sum she could manage. 
She used the worker mostly to help her tolerate and 
deal with the altered behavior of her son when he re­
turned home from the sanatorium after a lonp: stay. He 
had been deafenecVand somewhat retarded, his behavior 
was destructive and infantile and it appeared that 
Mre. B. had tremendous guilt about having fed him milk 
from diseased cows when they were in DP camps, so that 
she felt responsible for hie illness. It was the we~ 
ker's impression, in fact, that Mrs. B. got a aced deal 
of satisfaction out of paying every penny she owed to 
the hospital, as a partial atonement for her guilt. 

Treatment 
--orhe worker helped to interpret for this family and 
steered them through the complexities of dealing with 
the ho~ital both medically and financially. Beyond 
offering to find second-hand furniture for them, she 
did not offer any relief since they had chosen to add 
the furniture expense to their hospital bill and did in 
fact manage to keep up payments on both accounts. 

It was apparent to the worker that there were some 
severe emotional problems in this family, but the 
clients did not really want help with them. For example, 
Mr. B. simply collapsed when he realized the seriousness 
of Jan's illness, and protected himself by never visitinp: 
the boy; while Mrs. B's going out to work was due to a · 
compulsive need of her own more than to the financial 
need. She was most unhappy when Jan's return compelled 
her to stay at home, and there were hints: that the mar­
riage was far from satisfying her. Although the worker 
saw these things, and offered help neither partner 
really wished to explore their emotional problems, and 

>! during the period of their contact with the agency they 
11 appeared to be reducing their debt very steadily, with-
!1 out outside help. 

="~== 
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Comment 

This was a family whose debt seemed at least partly 

li unnecessary, and rather excessive in view of their desti-
l! 
ii tution on arrival in this country. However, by their fru~al 

i ,, 
'I ,, ,, 
i +--

standards it seemed to them quite within their ability to 

pay, and in fact proved so. In other words, hindsi~ht re­

veals that they contracted the debt realistically and they 

have handled it in the same way. Their serious emotional 

problems have not fi~Zured in the debt question exceut as 

the woman's compulsion to !ZO to work has facilitated the 

debt reduction. 

\lroup Sum~n 

The foregoing cases show pe9ple needing only a little 

help to surmount debt problems which were not of unreasonable 

proportions or origin in the first place. When there is a 

good sense of reality, practical help isfirst in order, 

and often this may consist of budgeting and irformation 

about resources rather than direct relief. As one client 

in this category - a very dull but realistically oriented 

woman - said to a friend, 11 They won't pay your bills but 

will talk to you about your situation and help you stand 

on your own feet 11
• 
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GROUP II 

Another group may be d.istin~ruiehed in those cases 

where a severe breakdown in the personality of the wage­

earner is chiefly responsible for the debts. Of four 

such cases, two involving alcoholism will be presented. 

Q13,ae Co 
Storr 

The c. family, consisting of parents and three 
children aged eleven, five, and four, was referred to 
the F.S. by Mr. c's mother because of Mr. c's alco­
holism and the resulting dieintegbation of his health. 
the family happiness and their financial security. 
The referral took place at a point when Mr. c. was 
drinking constantly, shirking his work, and making 
hie family miserable while Mrs. c. was ill and the 
debts were piling up although not at crisis point. 
The overwhelming problem at the outset was how to get 
Mr. C. into treatment and as he was not accessible 
just then to any approach, the worker discussed this 
in two home visits with Mrs. c., then helped to ar­
range for Mr. C's admission at agency expense to the 
Washingtonian Hospital for treatment of hie alcoholism. 

It was too late, however, for Mr. C. died that 
same night - apparently of barbiturate poisoning. 
MrB. C. took this. development with extraordinary 
poise and control, for it appeared that she had consi­
derable strength of e~o and she had seen no hcoe of 
any solution to her husband 1 s drinking. As soon as 
the responsibility was all hers she was anxious to 
tackle the debt tangle, and she gladly accepted an 
offer of the worker 1 e help in reviewing the ei tuation. 

Although Mr. c. had had good earning caoacity both 
as a musician and a salesman, he had gradually gone 
more than four thousand dollars into debt since hie 
heavy drinking had started a few years orior to hie 
deBth. This was partly because he had neglected his 
work, being hie own bose as a salesman. More than a 
quarter of the total was owed on account of business 
dealings, about twenty .. five hundred of it was owed to 
banks and loan companies for home and furnishings and 
the rest of it was owed directly for goods and services. 
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It was Mr. c. who had managed the money but Mrs. c. 
was quick to learn about it a~ter his death and very 
responsible about payin~ the retailers' bills out o~ 
the insurance. She planned well, stood very compe­
tently on her own ~eet, and while she appreciated the 
agency contact she seemed most independent. 

Treatment 
At ~irst contact the acute sta~e o~ Mr. C's alco­

holism precluded any ~ocus on the-debts. Rather, the 
worker let Mrs. C. know what the possibilities of 
getting treatment were, and when Mr. c. seemed ready 
to accept hospitalization the worker arranged for this. 
Then when Mr. C. died, she visited at once to ~ive 
emotional support, anticipating that Mrs. C. mi~ht 
feel some guilt and might wonder whether she had done 
all that could be done for her husband. This over, 
the worker focussed on giving Mrs. c. the practical 
help in regard to ~inances which was what she asked 
~or and realistically needed, The worker remained 
alert for any signs o~ other needs and conveyed her 
readiness to Mrs. c., but the latter appeared more 
than equal to the demands upon her. 

The practical help consisted o~ reviewing the budget, 
referring Mrs. c. to Mr. Hoare o~ the Association c~ 
Small Loan Companies ~or possible adjustment o~ her 
loan obligations, referring her to the Le~al Aid Society 
for advice about bankruptcy, and discussing the pros 
and cons of trying to keep the home. The worker also 
offered some money ~rem a special fuel fund during the 
winter. This was gratefully accepted, for Mrs. C. was 
li~ing on a barely adequate monthly income ~rom insurance 
a:rd was quite insolvent so far as paying the remaining 
debts was concerned. She had been advised not to go 
into bankruptcy ~or technical reasons, and she had no 
assets which the creditors could attach. 

Comment 

This was essentially a situation in which one partner 

to the marriage incurred the debts through gradual collapse 

of his ability to face the world and his obligations. 

Reasons for Mr. C's collapse can only be guessed, but the 

history suggests that he was weak and self-destructive, 

32. 



If 
lr 
I; 
;: 

i, 
1! 

:I 
I' 
i 

!I 
I 

that he had, as only child of a widowed mother, been shel­

tered and babied, and that his attractive personality had 

enabled him to ~et a great deal of credit and to command 

the loyalty of both the women in hie life, both stronger 

than he. Mr. c. had created this sttuation but his wife 

was able after his death to remedy it so far as possible, 

with some practical stearin~ by the F.S., some proffered 

relief, and some emotional support which she aopreciated 

but did not seem to require. 

Case D, 
Storh 
- T e De were knmm to the F.S. at two different 
periods with a seven-year interval in between, but 
not until the second contact could enough be learned 
about the family's functioning to explain their 
chronic plight. 

During the first period, in 1942-43, the D. family 
consisted of Mr. D., a policeman, his wife, their 
four children of ages ran~ing from three to seven, 
Mr. D's daughter by an earlier marriage, and his 
nephew and legal ward. Mr. D. applied on referral 
by his boss, the Police Chiet of S , because he 
was about et~hteen hundred dollars in debt. He had 
a steady salary of forty-two dollars a week and 
needed that much to live on, apart from debt pay­
ments. Mr. D. attributed his indebtedness to a 
series of illnesses on his part and his wife's. 
He professed to be particularly worried about two 
hospital billa, one of which had been referred to a 
collection agency, but these were small compared with 
what he owed to loan companies; in addition, payments 
on the house were much overdue and foreclosure of the 
mortgage was threatened. Mr. D. spoke of his dis­
coura~ement which had led, he thought, to severe loss 
of weight and a condition verging on ulcers. He 
asked only that the F.S, intercede for him with the 
hospitals, and himself oroposed to consolidate his 
debts by takin~ out a new, cheaper, loan from the 
Police Credit Union. He expressed great aopreciation 
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for his wife's forbearance, the F.S. help, and after 
a short contact, thou~ht he was in the clear and could 
go on without further help. 

Some months later, the agency was called in again 
at a moment when Mr. D. was havin&r a mysterious 
"nervous breakdown". Again the family was deep in 
debt, and the client acknowledged that he needed help 
and had in fact needed it right along. At this time 
the worker recognized that the financial situation 
was chronically unhealthy and she suspected instabil­
ity in Mr. D. but could not get to the heart of the 
matter. No marital conflict was apparent. The worker 
noted that Mr. D. suffered an undue amount of illness, 
also that he accepted responsibility for his nearly­
grown hephew without expecting any contribution to the 
hard-pressed household from the young man's Navy pay. 
Although there had been rumors of alcoholism the 
worker could not elicit any mention of this from the 
family, or indeed persuade them to participate much 
at all in the contact with her. Neither one would 
come to grips with the problem, even to making explicit 
requests of the wotker, and at first the worker inter­
preted this as reluctance to accept help. 

!f!atmtnt 
What the worker had done on the first application 

was to relieve the immediate anxiety by offering 
to help with current rent, which was the most urgent 
debt. She recognized that this was no basic solutior, 
but expressed eagerness to help more fundamentally, 
and promoted Mr. D's own plane for improving matters 
by referring him to Mr. Hoare for debt consolidation 
advice. 

A few months ~ater the worker again gave some 
relief, helped with insurance adjustment at Mr. D's 
request, interceded with one 'lhoepi tal and paid the 
small balance due on another hospital bill. She also 
visited, tried to involve Mrs. D. in a relationship, 
and offered housekeeper service durin&r Mrs. D's im­
minent confinement. However, the worker failed again 
to obtain a real relationship with either client, 
while her material help plus an evening ,job gave 
Mr. D. enough temporary security to break contact 
a@;ain. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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Story Resumed 
This case has been included in Group II because of 

what was learned in the second period of contact with 
the family. In January 1950 Mrs. D. applied to one 
of the District offices in Boston because she was in 
dire financial need and also wanted help in making 
decisions. She revealed that Mr. D. had been drinking 
heavily for year~, and although he had had a well-paid 
job durin~ the war, he had worked irregularly or drunk 
the proceeds so that they had lost their home, had been 
evicted and had finally separated. Mrs. D. was worried 
about urgent debts incurred for current necessities and 
was unable to make ends meet on a DPW allowance. 

Over a period of many months the worker helped Mrs. D. 
to reach decisions about applying for ADO, taking the 
necessary action a~ainst Mr. D. and meeting her debts. 
Mrs. D. became very dependent upon the worker because 
it was the first time that she had ever handled the 
money and carried responsibility all by herself. She 
did very well, obtained ADO and with ADO permission 
took a part-time job in order to regulate her bills. 
When Mr. D. turned up completelytlemoralized by drink, 
she enlisted the worker's help to get him at last into 
the Washingtonian Hospital for treatment, and presently 
he too began to get on his feet by working out from 
the hospital though returning there at ni~ht. It 
seemed as though Mrs. D. was growing steadily, with 
the worker's help, was managing her money, improving 
her home and taking much pride in her children. The 
story of her very unhappy childhood went far to ex­
plain her drive to create a successful home life for 
the children. 

However, in 1951 Mrs. D's contaBt with the worker 
began to taper off, partly due to her growing resolu­
tion to take her husband back. This she did in June, 
as Mr. D. had worked steadily and stayed sober for a 
long time. The case was closed in December, but only 
a month later Mrs. D. reapplied for financial help, 
saying that she had made a grave mistake, her husband 
had started to drink again, was loafing and was ill 
but would not go to the doctor. 

Treatment 
- The worker felt that despite the progress Mrs. D. 
had made, she did not have capacity to relate to people 
and that she had used the worker to help her keep 
Mr. D. away until she could pay the bills and refurnish 
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the house. It would be endless to enumerate all that 
this worker had done in treatment. It included a great 
deal of emotional support and as much exploration of 
Mrs. D's own feelin~s as the client would tolerate; 
it also included a ~cod deal of incidental relief, 
mainly for constructive special thin~s like camp for 
the children, and a great deal of practical interven­
tion as in arranginp; hospitalization for l'ir. D. 
There was also some teaching of NrE. D. as to handlin6 
money, and there wa.s sor1:.2 inCivi}ut' .. l casa\1'-Jl"l: ::..""or t:1e 
ol·.J.el"' c~:.:'Llt3.ce:n. 

Comment -----
In this lengthy case it seems clear that the finan­

cial chaos was due chiefly to Mr. D's instability, depen­

dence and alcoholism, weaknesses which brou~ht him to a 

point of complete breakdown during the second period of 

agency contact. The marital conflict was quite secondary, 

and while Mrs. D's maladjustments no doubt contributed 

to her husband's collapse, it was demonstrated that, 

alone, she could handle money quite competently. 

(}roup Summary 

In both the foreaoin~ cases it happens that the 

wife was able to handle money well with her husband out of 

the picture. Therefore it was nrofitable with her to focus 

on the debts to the degree that she needed practical advice. 

With the really sick clients it was impossible or unpro-

fitable. There had, of course, been a very narrow margin 

of income in the D. case but Mr. D. was not able to face 

this fact in a constructive way or to acknowled~e even the 

c~====--- -·-

36. 
:.-· .. ,..._,;::-.:=---== 



'i 
:1 ,, 

i 
.I 

.dh 

financial need fully, probably because he could not face 

his inadequacies in.other areas. The other two cases of 

this group also reveal men who are impervious or inaccessible 

to treatment. In both cases there was also very severe 

ma~ital conflict and it was by a very slight weighting of 

the scales that they seemed to belong in this group rather 

than in the next one. 

GROUP III 

This group comprises those families in which money 

seems to be used as a weapon in the marital conflict. 

Case E. 
Story 

The Es, a yQUng couple with four children, had a 
fairly severe debt problem secondary to their marital 
conflict. Mrs. E. applied to the F.S. in 1944 and in 
1949, both times for heln and advice in her effort to 
secure a legal separation from Mr. E. Both times the 
situation was at crisis point in respect to her own 
health, her discouragement over the marital relation­
ship, and her financial need. The first time, things 
improved as Mr. E. went into service. Mrs. E. was 
sent to a convalescent home and With a little supple­
mentation from the F.S. for this and two or three 
other items, Mrs. E. was able to manage until her allot­
ment checks came. The Es remained together after 
Mr. E' s discharge. ·· 

When Mrs. E. reapplied in 1949, intensive casework 
was begun, focussed on the marital conflict and the 
contributing personality weaknesses in each partner. 
The Es proved unusually willing to work at their prob­
lems, for there were strong ties between them under­
neath their overt cruelty toward one another. There 
were many ups and downs in the marital relationship, 
complicated by some real financial stress due to the 
irregularity of Mr. E's employment (as a sign painter) 
at which he could earn a handsome salary in season. 

. - .... --- .. ~====-=---~=-=· ·--- -·-·· 
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The only explicit information about debts in the 
record is to the effect that the Es had "always had 
a loan" - at first to buy furniture, and then renewed 
several tiffies for subsequent needs. At one point early 
in the main contact, the Ee were havin~ to pay fourteen 
dollars a week on their billa out of Mr. D's average 
earnings of fifty-six dollars. Ten months later the 
debt had been reduced to a total figure of three hun­
dred while the weekly income had increased, At no 
time did the Es request help with the debts per se 
but Mrs. E. had asked for some current relief at the 
time of application, 

In view of Mr. E'e earning capacity it became ap­
parent to all concerned that the debts resulted chiefly 
from Mr. E's defiant control of the money and his sel­
fish use of it for destructive purposes such as gam­
bling. Mr. E. could manage money well if he would, 
but he belittled and mistrusted his wife's ability, 
and used the money to hurt her - always refusin~ her 
any say in the spending, ·sometimes paying too much on 
the bills and sometimes squandering it. Feeling 
rejected by Mrs. E. and .Jealous of his children, he 
punished her in this way. All of this he learned to 
recognize and he made valiant efforts to mend his ways. 

At application Mrs. E. had been in really desperate 
straits for money and there was still financial strin­
gency when the case was 'closed two years later. By 
this time, Mr. E. had ~one to W for a better 
,lob and although he had some unemployment there 
(durin~ which Mrs. E. had to secure Soldier's Relief) 
Mrs. E. was finally able with the helu of relatives 
here to clear up the remaining debts and join him. 
Debt had never aopeared as the primary problem in this 
case but it was an extremely ag~ravating factor, a 
cause of recriminations between Mr. and Mrs. E. and 
something of a weapon between them. 

Treatment 
When casework really began in 1949, the crises in 

marital relationship and in Mrs. E1 s health were fore­
most. Mr10. E. was hysterical and there 'lfr.s even some 
question of sending her to the Boston Psychopathic 
Hospital. The worker at once offered housekeeper 
service and help 1n the marria"'e crisis and at once 
secured remarkable cooperation-from Mr. E. who proved 
to be intelligent and eager to chanp;e. Over a period 
of several months there was intensive casework with 
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both partners, directed at exploring the needs in 
themselves which made them defeat one another. Mr. E. 
came to reco~nize the deep-seated insecurity which he 
had been""coverinp: up with bluster, and his fear of 
lettin~ ~rs. E. p:row to her full dimensions of inde­
pendence, Mrs. E, engaged herself more slowly in 
casework, in fact did not cooperate well until Mr. E. 
had gone to W and she had the worker to herself. 
She had mueh lingering resentment of having been 
dominated first by her mother and then by Mr. E., and 
she had first to savor her growing self-confidence 
before she could acknowledge a need for Mr. E. There 
was also some sexual incompatibility. 

The worker was able to do a remarkable piece of 
treatment with this couple. When either one requested 
it she did survey the financial situation with them 
and take part in their plans, but she denied relief 
at one point (when they asked for a Thanksgiving 
basket) with the frank explanation that relief-giving 
would confuse her role with them and might interfere 
with her more important contribution. The Es were 
able to see and accept this. 

Later on the worker did give some relief, to enable 
the Es to carrv out constructive plans. At the begin­
ning of contact a housekeeper was pro~ed during Mrs. E's 
illness. Also Mr. Hoare was used as a consultant about 
the loan. The Es began to report with pride how they 
were beginning to cooperate in soending their money. 
All practical resources were insignificant, however, 
compared to the treatment given the marriage itself, 
with the full confidence that minor problems would 
diminish when the major one was solved, At the end 
Mr. and Mrs. E. were pulling together and despite 
hardships were able to cooperate in suendinp:, saving, 
and reducing debts. Their reports by letter from 
W indicate continued success in their marriage. 

Comment 

In this case marital conflict seems to be the key 

problem, nourished of course by the immaturity of each 

partner ana aggravated by some real financial shortage 

during times of seasonal unemployment. The worker eased 
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but she would not let relief obscure the main issue. 

Case F. 
Story_ 

The F. family, consisting of parents and six chil­
dren, has been known to the F.S. on and off, but 
mostly on, since 1942. Although financial difficulty 
has been chronic, at no time has it been the root 
problem, and both partners really know that they use 
money to spite each other and to compensate themselves 
for the hurt they have suffered at each other's hands, 
The agency's contact- which has been mostly with 
Mrs. F. - has ranged over all the aspects of family 
life, and one by one the older children have become 
clients as their parents' conflict took its toll of 
their own adolescent adjustments. 

The first and second applications (1942 and 1944) 
were made ostensibly to obtain housekeeper service 
and the second time there was need for relief in 
other forms. Mr. F. is capable of earning a fairly 
adequate wage as a baker and has never been unem­
ployed for long, but the Fe are always on the verge 
of eviction and long overdue with their utility bills. 
Because the family has been known so long and their 
circumstances have been so fluid the debt situation 
cannot be stated more exactly than this. Suffice it 
to say that the total amount never seems to be very 
large but there are frequent emergencies precipitated 
by creditors. 

The whole situation was beet summarized by the 
worker who has known this family for the past eight 
years, at the time when she closed the case (tempo­
rarily, as it turned out) in 1948- not because the 
problems had been solved, but because she felt that 
the possibilities of the casework relationship had 
been exhausted. An abstract of her summary follows: 

The central problem is a serious marital one. 
Both Mr. and Mrs. F. cling to the marriage for nega­
tive reasons and are totally incompatible, They 
both desire the marriage to be terminated by outside 
forces but at the last minute try hard to avoid this, 
for reasons that are not clear. Each intensely fears 
to be alone. The woman, whose pregnancy forced the 
marriage, has many symptoms with little or~anic basis. 
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She is a hysteric with a severe character defect; 
she is always creating dramatic situations and easily 
enlists the:·sympathy of every new doctor, priest and 
lay person •••• She can be good for her children but 
is so narcissistic that she is also apt to neglect 
them ••• Mr. F. is intelligent enough but has no such 
intellectual interests as his wife and she belittles 
him. In contrast to her, he is rigid and avoids dis­
cussing their difficulties, until crisis point. He 
is very bitter against Mrs. F., tends to drink excess­
ively and to stay out when things are goin~ badly and 
once a year or so gets so mad at her that he really 
beats her up. He projects all the fault on her. 

The worker found that it was useless to discuss 
the financial problem with either partner. Both can 
handle money but they both use it for emotional pur­
poses. About four times in three years they barely 
averted eviction. 

Si~ce the worker made this summary, the case has 
been reopened, chiefly for whatever protection the 
F.S. could offer to the children. Mrs. F. has been 
worked with not only by the caseworker but also by 
a psychiatrist and a priest, and ~nee committed her­
self to the Psychopathic Hospital at a moment when 
she was much upset, was taking alcohol and sedatives 
and feared for her own sanity. Althou~h she was 
helped to some extent, it was felt that psychotherapy 
could not do much for her. Just recently, Mrs. F. 
took her husband to court for non-support and upon 
receiving his entire pay check by court order, turned 
it over to the priest that he mi~ht guide her 
in spending it wisely ••• More recently, she has ac­
tually left her husband, taking the children with her, 
and has gone to work in another state with some pro­
mise of support from Mr. F. It seems likely that 
apart from each other, both Mr. and Mrs. F. will be 
able to handle their money more realistically. 

'l'!'eatment 
The worker's .treatment has consisted of handling 

crises and trying to help Mrs. F. to understand 
herself and the children, and to recognize the emo­
tional components in her illnesses. Over the years 
the worker also has given very considerable sums in 
wages to a home-maker when Mrs. F. was ill, and 
sent the children to camp, arranged vocational guid­
ance for some of them, and so forth. These were 
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extras which Mr. F's income probably could not have 
covered, even with realistic handlinez;. Casework 
service has been offered to the older children, one 
of whom is showing si~ns of handling money in the 
same impulsive way that characterizes her parents. 
When the a~ency closed its case in 1948, the worker 
felt that despite all efforts, she had contributed 
to maintainin~ a situation which was not improving 
and that Mrs. F. tended to exploit any relationship 
for her own neurotic needs. 

Comment 

As the worker has said, this couple have main-

tained their marriage for neaative reasons and money has 

been a weapon in their constant battle. Despite repeated 

skillful efforts, the worker found no basis for helping 

to build a healthy relationship between them and the Fe 

themselves recognized in their calmer moments that it 

would be futile to tackle their financial problems apart 

" :i from their entire relationship. 
ii 
li 
j, 
I' Group Summary 

il 
'I The two striking cases in this group, both carried I. 
II 
lj by very expert workers, both involved men whose earning 
II 
\
1
; capacity was quite good. One couple, thanks to their 

" 
1: inherent stren~>;ths and underlying devotion was enabled by 

casework to make remarkable progress in their relation­

ship to one another and consequently in handling money. 

it 
1 The other couple maintained their marriage for negative ,, 
•i 
I; reasons and could not be helped either with the marriage 
if 

1: or with their recurrent indebtedness. 
II 
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The third case 
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which completes the group is not quite so clear-cut, as it 

could be stretched to fall into Group IV. Certainly a 

serious debt problem must put some strain on almost any 

marriage, so that after a time it is difficult to unravel 

the tangle of worry and hostility; but in the cases cited 

the sequence of cause and effect seems clear enough to 

define a separate group. From the dia..:nosis it follows 

that the major emphasis in treatment must be on the mar-

riage relationship if the clients can accept and profit 

by casework. Practical assistance with the debt problems 

may be a means to this end, or it may be avoided as a 

Us traction. 

GROUP IV 

Perhaps the largest single group comprises those 

wage-earners who may be desi~nated aw generally weak and 

passive, unrealistic and sometimes self-defeatin~. A 

sub-group may be distinguished in which men of this type 

have married women who try to compensate themselves for 

their husbands' failings by spending habits which only 

a~ravate the debt problems. Two cases out of six in the 

main group will be presented, and one of two in the sub­

group. They will be summarized all together. 
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Case G• 
story 

--.:::--===='-'~-· 

The Gs were referred to the F.S. in 1950 by the 
Board of Health for help in arranging a complete rest 
for Mrs. G. who had suffered an attack of angina. 
It was out of the question for Mr. G. to finance such 
a convalescence as he earned only thirty-nine dollars 
a week as a shipper, and on this had to support his 
wife and four children. Moreover, he was in debt to 
the amount of two to three thousand dollars, mostly 
dating from the preceding year when he himself had 
been ill and unemployed and three other memeers of 
the family had been ill as well. 

Given Mr. G's marginal income, the debts had been 
unavoidable, but Mr. G. was now,_:doing his best to 
avoid them. He handled the money without consulting 
Mrs. G. and sometimes paid out a lump sum that he 
could not afford, if pressed by a creditor, but he 
tried to leave all dealings with the creditors to 
Mrs. G. and was in reality so anxious about the debts 
that he would not face them at all. The worker who 
came to know Mr. G. found him extremely dependent, 
fawning in manner, timid and fearful of trying any­
thing new, prone to mistrust his own intelligence, 
afraid to try a more remunerative .lob, and apt to 
react to all pressure by running away. His mother 
had been very protective, while his wife pushed and 
prodded him. The worker felt that Mr. G. might even 
have an unconscious desire to be in debt to satisfy 
his dePendent needs, 

Mrs. G., on the other hand, had worried herself 
11sick 11 over the debts, had driven herself to earn 
money at home by doing beauty culture, and had tried 
to drive Mr. G. into a better .1ob. She complained 
that the more she did, the less he did. Mrs. G's 
compulsion to take too mucJ responsibility on herself 
seemed to be a cover for her underlying feeling of 
helplessness and created a real hazard to her health. 
The couple were not pulling together at all and their 
worries were causing marital conflict. 

Treatment 
The worker's first contribution was to arrange for 

convalescent care, at the same time conveying her 
understanding of the worry that might have brought 
on the illness, and offering help in this area for 
subsequent interviews. She then be~an aeeing Mrs. G. 
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weekly and then continued for more than a year to 
explore her feelings, her need to drive herself to 
the point of breakdown, and began to build up the 
client's ego. She encouraged Mrs. G's be~inning 
gestures toward freedom and relaxation, and found 
that Mrs. G. responded very well to this interest. 

Meanwhile a man worker saw Mr. G. somewhat less 
often, and worked to build up his e,;ro, to ,;rive him 
coura,;re to do thin,;rs for himself. They planned to­
gether how Mr. G. might pay up all his outstanding 
debts by taking out a second mortgage on the house 
without increasing the monthly rent payments, and 
Mr. G. was helped to arrange all this himself instead 
of getting a po-litician to use 11 influence 11 for him, 
as he was wont to do. No relief was ~ivan except 
one hundred dollars for coal, out of a snecial fund, 
and some money for the convalescent care, but the 
F.S. did arrange for housekeeper service for a while, 
getting the DPW to finance it. The agency's chief 
focus was on building up the e,;ros or both partners, 
thus reversing the vicious circle into which they had 
fallen. At the end of a year or so, both had matured 
and they were cooperatin~ better, the debt emer~ency 
had been solved by the second mort@age, Mr. G. was 
earning forty-five dollars a week, and Mrs. G. was 
learning to measure her activity by her capacity. 

Comment 

This case shows a blend of realistic and emotional 

factors, the latter strikingly apparent both in the insuf­

ficiency of Mr. G's earnings and in his manner of handling 

ll the debts. The resolute penetration by both caseworkers 
'I 
'I ,, to the core of the trouble brought rewardinp; progress of 
:I 

a solid kind. It would not have been hard to miss the 

point here for the realistic factors were impressive. 

Case H.• 
s· 
to~. and Mrs. H. came to the F.S. in 1946 presenting 

their debts as the major problem. Actually they were 
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referred by the Visitin~ Nurse Association which 
prepared the way and thus enabled them to follow 
through on the referral despite their initial mis­
trust. Mr. H. was working as a spray painte~ in a 
shipyard and laid his financial pli~ht to (1) his 
having been on strike, (2) the irre~ularity of his 
employment and (3) occasional absences due to illness, 
as well as (4) his having assumed certain family 
responsibilities which were not exclusively his. It 
appeared that the He had a very good relationship to 
each other and were planful together about their bud­
get but that the income was .1ust not sufficient to 
meet their needs and those of the five children. 
The VNA had figured out a budget of forty-three dol­
lars a week and the debts which totaled about three 
hundred and fifty dollars consisted of over-due 
bills for rent, gas, oil and groceries, in addition 
to one loan. 

Employment had in fact been quite irregular and 
Mr. H. was suffering from stomach ulcers and sinus 
trouble for which he resisted getting treatment al­
though these conditions limited his already meagre 
earning power. In this and other ways Mr. H. seemed 
unconsciously to defeat himself because of his de­
pendency, sense of inferiority and feeling that fate 
was against him. He had suffered extreme emotional 
deprivation in his youth. had gone to school only 
through the age of fourteen; according to the results 
of tests administered by the F.S's Division of Voca­
tional Counseling, he was not very bright in any case. 

Mrs. H. had likewise suffered from a most unhappy 
home-life in childhood and had been glad to get away 
from it. The marrial';e had many strengths but pro­
longed financial crisis put quite a strain on it and 
Mrs. H. frankly resented the burden of her many 
children. As Mr. H. continued to lose .lobs or fall 
sick and they stayed in debt despite heroic budgeting, 
her loyalty wore thin, she nagged him and he felt 
keenly her declining: confidence in him. 

When the case was closed in late 1947, Mr. H., 
having received Soldier's Reltef for a while, was 
again temporarily employed. The debts had been so 
managed that they were nagging as usual but not at 
crisis point. The worker concluded that it had been 
a mistake to aive as much relief as she had because 
this had filled Mr. H1 s dependency needs without re-
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quiring enough growth from him and he actually 
showed more initiative when not bein~ helped. 

Treatment 
During a year of intensive work with the couple 

the worker (1~ persuaded Mr. H. to get medical treat­
ment, (2) secured vocational guidance for him and 
tried to help him toward a more secure job, in con­
trast to his own drive toward sporadic short-term 
high-paid employment, (3) ~ave a good deal of relief, 
but (4) aimed at a more basic solution of the prob­
lem through change of behavior patterns. As he ex­
pected always to be given the "run-around 11

, the worker 
accepted Mr. H.; and as he was ingratiating and apolo­
~etic she tried to encourage him to express hostility. 
She recognized the difficulty of asking for help and 
gave understandin~ about the difficulties of his early 
pears. She tried-also to give some insight into his 
own pattern of self-defeat, but failed in this. 

Mr. H. was the main client but some work was done 
also with Mrs. H. As with her husband, the attempt 
was made to elicit expression of the suspected dis­
couragement and hostility, but both partners insisted 
that it was no use worrying, insisted on appreciating 
each other's stamina and the forbearance of their 
creditors. Only toward the end of the contact did 
their relationship begin to deteriorate. 

A great deal of relief was given to cover brief 
periods of illness or unemployment due to bad weather, 
and at first contact to relieve the in;mediate needs 
for rent and food-money. In a year's time the total 
amount was five hundred and sixty dollars, besides 
which Mr. H. was referred for Soldier's Relief after 
an accident at work had rendered him eligible for 
this resource. 

Comment 

In this case Mr. H's inability to earn a sufficient 

income appears plainly to be the main difficulty. The 

worker felt that, beyond his innate limitations Mr. H. was 

handicapped by his expectation of defeat, and that is why 

he qualifies for this group in the classification. The 



ii 
" 

point is debatable and doubtless this type of client 

presents special difficulties precisely because the reasons 

for his inadequacy are elusive. By the same token, the 

best treatment app:roach may be in doubt and at the end 

one may find that great sums of money have been spent with 

no constructive results. 

The following case is cited as a variant of the 

foregoing, in that an emotional use of money by the wife 

may be regarded as in part a reaction to the husband's in­

adequacy and of itself contributory to the debt problem. 

Case J. 
Story 

Mrs. J. was referred to the F.S. by the social 
worker of a clinic for alcoholics where Mr. J. had 
begun treatment. The couple had six children and were 
deep in debt desnite Mr. J's fairly good income and 
the fact that Mrs. J. had also gone to work. Mr. J. 
had begun to drink about four years previously after 
a siege of ulcers. Both Mr. and Mrs. J~ felt that 
worry over his medical expenses and their mounting 
debts were aggravating his drinking, yet some budget 
fiaurina revealed that their income (fifty-eight 
dollars a week) was more than adequate if well-spent. 
However, they owed about thirteen hundred. dollars, 
partly on a loan that had originally been taken out 
for medical expenses, and partlv for clothes and fur­
niture, including a television set. When Mrs. J. first 
came to the agency it was for help in household man­
agement. She showed. some initial interest in using 
such help but reacted badly to a chang.e of workers, 
and much later it became apparent that she had ap­
plied under some pressure from her husband and the 
clinic, rather than out of her own need. 

In any case, Mrs. J~, who was techDically the 
client, did not actually involve herself in treatment. 
She held aloof and displayed. shallow affect. She 
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seemed to think no change could be expected anyway 
and was quite defensive about her way of spending 
money. It was learned that she, an only child whose 
early life had been secure, had married into a qul.te 
different background, for Mr. J. was one of thirteen 
children with an alcoholic father. He was unaggressive 
despite his good intelli~ence and rather successful 
past employment. Mrs. J s family were very critical 
of her having so many children (probably also of the 
marria.ge itself) and this led Mrs. J. defiantly to 
spend more than she could afford to dress her children 
as well if not better than others, and thus prove 
that she could care for them. She insisted also on 
private medical care and said no one should look down 
on her children .Just because they were numerous. 

The actual contact with Mrs. J. was limited to 
three interviews as she broke appointments after 
the cha~e of workers until a court summons from one 
of the creditors sent her back once for advice in the 
emergency. Telephone conversations thereafter with 
her and the clinic worker established the facts that 
Mr. J. had changed jobs (partly for fear of a wage 
attachment) and was earning more but also was llrinking 
again after an interval of sobriety. He had stopped 
attending clinic and the inference was that he would 
resume if Mrs. J. would ~et help from the F.S, in 
managing their finances. However, she never came back. 

Treatment 
- The ffrst worker made a little headway in one 
interview with Mrs. J. by givin~ her an idea of the 
various resources for reducin~ debt and operating within 
one's means, at the same time~establishin~ some rela­
tionship with her and conveying the idea that to change 
would take a long time. With the second worker Mrs. J. 
had her defenses up. The worker tried to get Mrs. J. 
to acknowledge some responsibility for the state of 
the finances, but she defended herself; nor did she 
respond to the effort to elicit hostility or anxiety, 
except in regard to Mr. J 1 s violence when drunk •. The 
worker could only give some practical advice about 
handling the particular lawyer who had brou~ht the 
Js to court. 

Comment 

Here is a case where there really was a debt 

---:-::---.-=-..:::~--~-- -c_----_--:-----_·-::_=- ==== 



.. --=-=--=-:.::· -- = . ..= .. ·::_ 

problem which got worse during the period of contact, but 

the supposed client had come to the agency against her will 

and projected all blame for the situation. From her atti­

tude toward the agency as well.as from explicit statements 

it appeared that she was unwilling to deny her pride cer-
'i 

!1 tain satisfactions which she required, even though she 
" 'I 
II 
,1 could. not afford them. Mr. J. had obviously failed both 
It 

her and himself and one may guess that her reaction con-

tributed to his further lack of confidence. 

G-roup Summary 

The three cases abstracted for this p;roup represent 

themselves and five others in which a weakness of ego on 

the part of the wage-earner interfered with his earning 

power or his aggression in some other respect, with a re-

sultinp: debt nroblam. In two cases there was sharp marital 
ii 
i\ conflict, and one might suspect in some of the others that 

there would eventually be such conflict, or perhaps that 

it already existed but was not known to the caseworker. 

In one case, the man worked well and hard but lacked mascu-

linity and ab.1ectly sou.a;ht to ingratiate himself with all 

and sundry, in a masochistic way, usina; money as wall as 

other means. His wife had resorted to promiscuity for her 

own satisfactions. In another case, an extremely passive 

man was bedeviled by a discontented and impulsive wife 

so. 
----=---::c..:__----:-= 



who was dia~nosed as a depressed hysteric. Other cases 

showed less definite pathology. 

All the cases, however, were. characterized by passi-

'I 1

1 

vi ty or defeatism on the part of the wage-earner. One 
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cannot generalize about the treatment attempted because 

there was such a range of problems within the ~roup. One 

cannot even make a point that the men in this group were 

elusive as clients, for the same thing can be said of 

most of the men in the whole series. 

GROUP V 

The case cited here seems to illustrate sheer 

inability to handle money. It is one of two so classified. 

Case K. 
Story 

Mr. K. applied to the F.B. twice within two years, 
both times primarily because of his debts which were 
very heavy and apparently chronic. He had five chil­
dren and a wife who was said to have had nervous col­
lapses following several of her pregnancies, and was 
a frail long-suffering person who seemed to accept 
Mr. K' a handlin.g of their money without question. 
Mr. K. had a good steady job at a big chemical company 
and one of his superiors there had referred him to the 
F.S. for help with the debts as well as with the health 
crises which seemed forever to be dogging his steps. 
He did not present himself with any specific request. 

Mr. K. first applied at a point when he feared 
attachment of his wages for the balance due on a 
small debt to a clothin~ concern. Although he was 
earninp; about fifty-seven dollars a week, his take­
home pay had already been reduced to a desperate 
minimum because ei~hteen dollars was deducted as re­
payment on the company loan. The balance of this 
loan was over seven hundred and in addition Mr. K. 

==t=--·-
1 

BOSTON UNJV~RSITY 
SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORk 

LIBRARY 

51 • 

. ·-_-.;:-.::..::;:__--;- .::::.;=---=-=-= 



owed three hundred at high interest to a reP:ular 
loan company and smaller sums elsewhere. Mr. K's 
explanation of his plight was that he had been in­
jured in a fight with his brother-in-law, had lost 
workin~ time, and that his wife had been 111 a lot. 
He had Blue Cross, but the medical needs of Mrs. K. 
and the children.seemed to exceed what this covered. 

. , __ -:· _-_ - -'::...'-

The worker gave Mr. K. some help and was well 1m­
pressed with his responsible attitu~e but before she 
could involve Mre. K. in the planning or really learn 
much about Mr. K. the latter had to anply for public 
welfare because he had stayed home so much during 
his wife's confinement. 

More than a year later, Mr. K. reapplied for help 
as he was again deep in debt and had no money for 
materials to finish a four-room house that he was 
building with his own hands for his family, which 
now numbered eight. The family lived at that time 
in two rooms. Another worker handled the application 
and to her Mr. K. seemed extremely controlling, un­
reliable about carryinp; out his grandiose plans and 
a chronic mismana~er. He had interested one of his 
superiors at tpe plant in personally lendinP: him 
a large sum in addition to the formal loan he had 
obtained there, but still there was scarcely enough 
for daily needs, not to mention bricks and mortar for 
the new house. Mr. K. was earni~ sixty-three dollars 
a week at this time but puttinP: twenty-three of it 
into debt payments. The children were stayinP: out 
of school for lack of shoes but their parents were 
inadequately concerned. 

Mr. K. owned several lots of land, but would not 
consider selling any of them at the moment as he 
hoped for more income from them later; ncr would he 
consider bankruptcy, which was in fact of question­
able advisability. He insisted that if the worker 
would P:ive him one hundred and fifty dollars he 
could finish the house, a claim which appeared to 
be and later proved, quite unrealistic. The worker 
felt that Mr. K. was quite fixated on his debts, 
would consider only his own solutions to them and 
these consisted of contractinP: new debts to pay old 
ones. 

'l'reatment 
The first worker tried to assess the situation 
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with Mr. K., gave a little stop-gap relief, and 
tried to help him convert an expensive loan into a 
much ?heaoer form of credit. She ~ot the VNA, at 
Mr. K a request, to fi~ure the current budget which 
came to a figure larger than his take-home pay. 

The second worker was more deliberate, sought 
the reasons for the indebtedness, learned that Mr. K. 
had failed to get his expensive loan converted and 
felt some resentment against the agency for having 
misled him in this matter. She recognized his urgent 
need for better housing and tried to help him get 
a mortgage on the property, but because the house 
was only a shell so far, this could not be done. 
Very reluctantly she gave Mr. K. the sum he demand­
ed for finishing the house, together with a little 
food money. She visited to size up Mrs. K's role 
in the family and found her to be a passive and 
loyal woman who could not be induced to express any 
of the anxiety or anger which she must have been 
feeling, or even to voice a request. Mr. K. there­
fore was the client, eo far as there was one, but 
though the worker tried to face him with the futility 
of his borrowin,:. pattern, he gave no ear to her sug­
gestions and departed angry when further help was 
refused. 

Comment 

If more were known about the Ks and their relation-

ships with each other and with other peonle their case 

might be included under a more revealing diagnosis than 

"sheer inability to handle money". This was as-deep as 

the worker went in assigning a cause for the nroblem. 

Group Sujmary 

The other case in this group also probably reflects 

motivations which were not known to the worker and which 

might account for the client's excessive spending. There 
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were elements of self-compensation, and atonement to the 

child of the family, but the young woman client herself 

came to ask for help in managing better as she realized 

the debts were unreasonable in view of her more than 

adequate income. In other words, this category is per-

haps most useful when the data for a more meanin~ful 

diagnosis are not at hand. It seems possible that with 

a larger sampling of oases, however, the oate~ory would 

prove quite valid. 

GROUP_VI 

'l.'his 11 ~roup 11 is represented by only one case, a 

distinct type showing inability to adjust to a declining 

income. 

Case L. 
Storv 

Mr. L. was a fifty-year~old man who applied to 
the F.S. on four separate occasions within a few 
months, each time demanding help in some financial 
emergency. The family consisted only of himself 
and Mr2. L. who had not been told about the crises 
or the anplioations to F.S. Mr. L. explained that 
several operations on his wife had consumed their 
savings and he felt himself no longer able to make 
money as in the past when he had been - he said -
a successful salesman. At the time of application 
he was making only forty dollars a week in a small 
State House .lob; he confidently expected a raise 
and based his demands in part on this expectation. 

When Mr. L. first applied, referred bv his im­
mediate superior on the job, his insurance premium 
was due and he feared lest the policy lapse. He 
presented his claim as though he deserved heln and 
gave the data of his financial status with anparent 
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frankness but would not face the need to reduce his 
standard of living in accordance with his reduced 
earnings or accept the worker's offer to help him 
with lon~-terrn plans. He came in again when a loan 
company was threatenin~ to take up a mortgage on 
his furniture, and still again when he feared that 
his rent check would 11bounce 11 and the utilities 
were about to be cut off. 

By the third application Mr. L. admitted to 
owing fifteen hundred dollars, much of it quite ur­
gently. He was anxious and demanding, but satisfied 
with the way he had managed. He said plaintively 
that he and Mrs. L. could not be expected to move 
from the apartment that was home to them in the com­
munity where both were well khown, nor would he in­
clude Mrs. L. in considerin~ these matters, but spoke 
with some hostility about her nagging him to earn 
more; nor would he hear of.bankruptcy. When the 
worker finally refused to ~o·on meeting emer~encies 
on Mr. L's terms, he left very an~ry. The worker 
felt that he had strong defenses of regression and 
denial and that he would act only in an emergency. 

Treatment 
Some asp~ct of the original referral made the 

worker feel that she had been obli~ated to ~ive relief 
even before Mr.'L. arrived at the office. She did so, 
~ivin~ sixty dollars to meet the insurance premium, 
but questioned Mr. L. for more detail. than he had 
volunteered as to his past modus vivendi, and noted 
that he referred With pride to his fa.mily and social 
status instead of replying to the point. From the 
beginning the worker was very forthright in facing 
Mr. L. with the limitations of his budget, but ex­
pressed underetanding of his declining self-confidence 
and offered to help with a constructive plan. She 
gave relief once more when a payment on the loan 
was due and referred the client to Mr. Hoare for 
ad.lustment of future payments. But as Mr. L. per­
sisted in making emergency demands with no regard 
for the stipulations laid down by the a~ency, the 
worker firmly refused his later request. 

Comment 

On the face of it, this case looks like inability 
,, 
!i 
,I to accept a decline of security and living standards. 

II 
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The worker could not learn enough about Mr. L. to be sure 

that he had ever been more independent and successful; 

but in the absence of more data, this case may reasonably 

be accepted as a type of situation which must frequently 

occur with older peoole, although no others were encoun-

tered in this series. It illustrates the futility of 

~ivin~ relief when the emotional sources of the problem 

remain untouched. 

Finally, two widely differing cases may be classed 

together because both illustrate how debts which are not 

really burdensome at all in view of the client's income 

may become "problems" because of the way the client feels 

about them or the way in which he handles them. Both 

will be presented briefly to make these points. 

lase M. 
Story 

Mr. M. had only one contact with the F.S. He came 
in angry and upset because a hospital bill of thirty­
nine dollars which he had ignored had been turned 
over to a collection agency, and the agent was 
threRtenin~ to attach the clien\'s pay. It was true 
that Mr. M. owed other bills on account of his 
recent illness wtth rheumatic fever, but all these 
were under control; either Blue Cross would pay 
them or the doctors were satisfied with small install­
ments. Mr. M. complained that if he didn't have to 
pay alimony to his first wife he could have mana~ed 
the thirty-nine dollars but as it was he could put 
no more than one or two dollars a week towards it. 
He had understood before applying that the F.S. 
would not pay the bill but he wanted the worker to 
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intercede for him with the collection man. 

The worker felt that Mr. M. was rather passive 
and would avoid responsibility except under pressure, 
when he resorted to a mediator. Later, she learned 
indirectly that l{r. M. and the collector had arrived 
at satisfactory terms. 

Treatment 
The worker suggested that Mr. M. could speak for 

himself and that F.S. had no special influence. 
She recognized his disappointment at not having the 
bill paid for him. She then, at his insistence, did 
call the collection agency and learned how Mr. M. 
had simply ignored repeated bills from the hospital 
instead of comin~ to terms with them. Finally she 
let Mr. M. know that the way was paved for him to 
do his own talkin~. 

Comment 

By personality this man seems to belong in Group 

IV. However his debts were realistic and although chafing 

under his strict budge~, Mr. M. was managing pretty well 

except for the one small bill which exposed his irra­

tionality. Treqtment consisted in encouraging him to 

meet his own responsibilities. 

II 
I, 
lr Case o. 
ii Story 
i\ The Os presented a very different situation. 
il That is to say, the state of their finances was not 
il precisely known to the worker, but they lived very 
:: comfortably and it rather appeared that Mrs. 0 1 s 

concern about the debts was largely--a symptom of her 
mental illness. 

I, 

II 
il 
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Mrs. o. referred herself to the F.s· at the sug­
gestion of her chiropractor because she was feeling 
terribly depressed and .lust had to talk to someone. 
She made no specific request of the agency, but in 
several interviews came to the conclusion that she 
needed psychotherapy and was helped to get it. Her 
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symptoms were a state of tension and depression, 
with many somatic features. She said she felt her 
whole world and all her relationships collapsing 
around her. Some relatives had movea away, her three 
eons were ~rowing up, and worst of all, she felt, 
was the breakdown of the love relationship with her 
husband. She blamed him for critical and abusive 
behavior, drinkin~, antagonizing the children, and 
being unreliable about money in not cooperatin~ 
with her on a budget, refuein~ to account for expend­
itures, and running deep into debt. She was worried 
lest the mortgage be foreclosed and borrowed from her 
eons to pay it up. 

Mr. o. was not seen until well along in the con­
tact, when he came in to diseuse the psychotherapy 
that had been arranged for Mrs. o. He spoke d.efen­
sively, then, about hie financial situation, blamed 
hie poor sales record of the current year on his 
worry over Mrs. 0. and admitted that he was spending 
more than he earned. The worker had the impression 
that he was unrealistic about money - possibly un­
reliable too - but from the record it is impossible 
to tell how serious the problem was, and whether or 
not it resulted from Mrs. 0 1 s mental illness. Mr. 0. 
told the worker he was devoted to his wife, but he 
held aloof from the agency and did not cooperate 
with the worker. Neither he nor Mrs. o. ever asked 
the a~ency to help them with or about money • 

Treatment 
What the worker did was to evaluate Mrs. O'e 

mental condition, prepare her for the psychotherapy, 
arrange this for her, and then help her to pull herself 
together afterwards. As Mrs. o. impro~ed her com­
plaints in all areas diminished and there was no 
further mention of the debts. The Psychopathic 
Hospital diagnosed her condition as Depression, 
relieved by shock therapy. The F.S.'s psychiatric 
consultant pointed out that Mrs. 0. was extremely 
aggressive in her desire to be loved and that this 
probably dated from early rejection by her mother. 

(')omment 

It may well be that Mr. 0 1 s behavior was as reported 

and that there ~ reason to be concerned over his use of 
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money; we do not knov What seems certain is that Mrs. O's 

depressive thinkin~ exaggerated the problem and she may 

well serve to illustrate one type of debt problem - the 

debts which haunt the debtor out of all prouortion to 

their real wei~ht. 

Group Summa:cr 

In neither of these cases were the data adequate 

to make a final evaluation. On the face of it, however, 

both clients were unnecessarily concerned - Mr. M. because 

he had behaved ostrich-like instead of simply asking for 

time to reduce the bill, Mrs. o. because her total outlook 

had taken on a tragic coloring and her husband's failure 

to cooperate with her in money matters had become a symp­

tom of his desertion of her. The two problems called for 

very different treatment approaches. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSIONS 

As to the Nature of the Problems Presented 

The debt problems presented to the Family Society 

usually seem to be symptoms of a disturbance in individual 

emotional adjustment or family relationships. Often this 

fact is obscured by the co-existence of real hardship such 

as expensive illness, seasonal unemployment or mar~inal 

earnings. When a careful dia~nosis is made, however, on 

the basis of adequate data, it may be seen that the real 

hardships are not being met rationally or have been, ~ow­

ever subtly, induced by the client. The result is that 

he finds himself with an acute or chronic debt problem 

which a better-adjusted person would have avoided. In 

these instances one has the impression that even if the 

entire debt were liquidated the situation would recur 

because the root cause would remain. 

The writer has the impression that this finding 

is not completely consonant with M~ss Moore's formulation 

in her study. The case story she gives as an example of 

her first category, distinguished by 11the reality of the 

needs and the absence of excessive neurotic difficulties 
1 

in the use of money" , is one which could conceivably be 

1 Madeline u. Moore, op.cit., p.86 

60. 



\\ 

===----· 

interpreted in different terms to stress the wa~e-earner's 

lack of a~~ression and his submission to responsibility 

for numerous relatives. Of course, Miss Moore's study 

was made just followin~ the depression; possibly there was 

at the time a greater proportion of unavoidable hardship. 

Often the distinction between real and emotional is a very 

fine line, but it seems to the writer that the caseworkers 

who wrote the records studied for this paper often looked 

behind marginal income and recurrent "bad luck" to find 

the secret of the problem in some emotional maladjustment. 

In a few cases the primary cause of indebtedness 

seemed to be an unavoidable or unforeseeable emer~ency, 

usually illness. The tremendous expense of illness 

cannot always be minimized, even in a community where there 

are many free clinics and a Blue Cross organization. It is 

widely recognized as a grave sociological dilemma to which 

case-work agencies have no sufficient answer. However, 

amen~ the clients who treat their money problems reasonably, 

even the costs of illness can eventually be met somehow, 

perhaps because creditors, too, have to reco~nize the facts 

of life. 

As to the Treatment 

There are a number of treatment resources available 

to the Family Society and they are used, with discrimination, 

according to the diagnosis. All of them may be applied to 
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the whole ranF.e of cases, but with different emphases. 

The worker's first effort is to assess the client as well 

as the situation for which he seeks help. Quite often in 

the first interview she assures him of some prompt help 

in the emergency, and at the same time offers to consider 

the basic problem more thoroughly and at length with him. 

This serves to recognize and allay anxiety, thus hopefully 

freeing the client to view his situation more calmly. If 

the wife (or husband, as the case may be) can be drawn 

into the planning this is done. 

If the problem is evaluated as chieflY. realistic 

the worker is likely to compile a budget with the client, 

or to ask the VNA for this service. She may then estimate 

assets and liabilities with the client, and may offer 

relief for any purpose, depending on what will be most 

constructive. There is no reluctance to give money to pay 

a debt, if this seems wise. Often the worker knows of 

resources which are unknown to the client and can help him 

with direct advice. For instance, the Director of the 

Division of Social Relations of the Massachusetts Asso-

ciation of Small Loan Companies is an expert at analyzing 

debt situations and can mediate between the client and the 

loan company to secure more favorable payment terms, if he 

thinks it .Justified. 

When the emotional problem is paramount the worker 

expresses recognition of it and often the client agrees 
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with her as to the area of difficulty. If he does not, 

or will not permit any focus on it the case is usually 

"unworkable". (Viz. Mr. L.) 

The ~oal of casework in several of these cases, pur-

suant to the diagnosis, was to get at the reasons for the 

client's passivity and defeatism, so as to strengthen his 

e~o. Often this meant work with the wife also to recognize 

with her the behavior patterns which might be playing into 

her husband's inadequacy or inviting hurtful treatment from 

him. When the context of the casework process was estab­

lished between worker and client, the worker tried to cor­

relate her continuing practical assistance with it in ways 

that would promote the client's growth and not encourage 

dependence unless the casework goal temnorarily called for 

doing so. It was not always possible to use relief so 

planfully,.and sometimes hindsight revealed that money 

had been given unwisely. 

In some of the oases studied the problem of money 

was unmistakably secondary to marital conflict or mental 

illness and all concerned could see the futility of focus-

sing on it. Misuse of money here was a symptom. 

The conclusion is that much can be done by a family 

agency to help with debt problems, and that what can be 

done by casework is apt to be more basically constructive 

than the simple application of money to the debts. 
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APPENDIX 

THE SCHEDULE 

What are the problems presented by the client? 

1. The Referral 
a. Who refers? 
b. Who applies? (man or woman or other relative) 
c. What precipitates the application? 
d. What is client's feeling about comin~ for help? 

2. The Debts 
a. How much is owed? 
b. Who are the creditors? 
c. For what was debt incurred? 
d. How urgent is it? (threats of pressure) 
e. How does indebtedness relate to income? 

3. The Request 
a. Is it in relation to the debts? 
b. If initial request does not concern the debts, 

how do they enter in to the total problem? 

4. The Client's View of the Problem: what does he see 
as cause of his indebtedness? 

~lient's way of handli~ the debts: how does he 
meet them or run away from them, what does he 
sacrifice to what other claims, etcetera? 

What is the caseworker's analysis of the problem, explicit 
or implicit? What is her diagnosis of the basic causes 
of indebtedness, such as ego weakness, self+destruction, 
marital conflict, etcetera? 

What does the a~ency do or attempt by way of helping? 

2. 

4. 

How is the initial request met? 

What is the ~lace in the plan of 1) budgetin~, 
2) relief, 3) insurance reduction, 4) debt re­
financing, or 5) other use of resources? 

Who is the client? 

What is attempted in the casework; what is the focus? 
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