
— TOP TAKEAWAYS —

Welfare Reform 2.0: 
Moving More Americans from 

Dependence to Freedom

ANTI-POVERTY PROGRAMS 
HAVE BALLOONED

• �In 1979, less than 1 in 10 non-disabled working-
age adults received benefits from one of the four 
major welfare programs. By 2016, this number had 
more than doubled to 1 in 5. 

• �Spending on Medicaid and SNAP is out of control 
because of their open-ended budgets. Between 
1960 and 2015, expenditures on Medicaid grew 
from a few billion to about $550 billion. SNAP 
spending skyrocketed from $250 million in 1969  
to $71 billion in 2016.

• �On the contrary, budgets for TANF and housing 
vouchers, which are constrained by available 
funding levels, have held steady or moved in the 
other direction. 

FLAWS IN THE DESIGN OF ANTI-
POVERTY PROGRAMS REDUCE 

INCENTIVES TO WORK
• �When enrollees reach a certain income 

threshold they may lose some non-cash benefits 
(creating a “benefit cliff”). This effectively taxes 
them for working harder or earning more before 
they can gain full independence.

• �Evidence from Medicaid, SNAP, and housing 
vouchers demonstrates that gaining those 
benefits reduced employment anywhere from 
5–27 percentage points.

THE TIME IS NOW FOR FEDERAL 
REFORMS TO STRENGTHEN 

WORK REQUIREMENTS
Lawmakers should...
• �Capitalize on a strong labor market now and 

build on the success of welfare reforms in the 
1990s that helped millions of people move out  
of dependence into self-sufficiency.

• �End geographic waivers from work 
requirements and time limits on food stamp 
benefits and close loopholes that states exploit 
to continue offering benefits indefinitely. 

• �Impose 20- or 30-hour-per-week work 
requirements on Medicaid recipients to bring 
this program in line with general requirements 
for other non-cash benefit programs.

Work requirements help transition able-bodied 
people out of government programs and focus 
resources on those who need a safety net most,  
like poor children, elderly and disabled Americans.


