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ABSTRACT 

INCOME MAINTENANCE, LIFE CHANGES, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS; 
IMPLICATIONS FOR LIFE EVENTS THEORY 

Previous work has indicated that a positive change in financial cir-

cumstances due to participation in an income maintenance experiment raises 

the psychological distress scores of some experimental subjects relative 

to controls. This study reexamines the effect of an income maintenance 

program controlling for intervening stressful life events that might have 

been caused by the experiment. The subjects are 5,596 low-income adult 

heads of household living in Denver and Seattle. Psychological distress 

is measured with a version of the MacMillan Health Opinion Survey index. 

The experiment is shown to have a significant distressing effect upon 

some groups (particularly blacks) independent of the effects of interven-

ing life events. In most groups, however, income maintenance has no sig-

nificant effect upon distress. This result is consistent with the "unde-

sirability hypothesis" in the life events literature. 

The results of this study cast doubt upon several generalizations in 

the life events literature. First, this study indicates that the inclu-

sion of health problems in life events scales may account for the strong 

relationship often shown between events and distress. Second, contrary 

to the findings of some previous researchers, undesirable change appears 

to predict distress better than total amount of change. Third, despite 

the implication in the literature that events have similar impacts on all 

individuals, life events in this study are shown to vary in their effects 

by sex, race-ethnicity, and marital status. Additional critiques of the 

life events literature are made and directions for future research are 

suggested. 
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