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Key findings

• SNAP and Medicaid provide food assistance and health care benefits to
low-income families, but people require much more than food and health
care to cover their basic needs.

• For low-income adults, the main barriers to work are economic conditions
outside their control. When overall unemployment is low, these adults can
find jobs, work more hours, and earn more. But this group tends to work in
sectors that are hit hard during economic downturns. This means that when
unemployment rates rise, this group is the first to lose their jobs and see
large drops in working hours and pay.

• More stringent work requirements in the past have failed to boost work in
significant ways because they don’t attack the core problems of weak
economic conditions or the irregular and unpredictable scheduling practices
of low-wage jobs. Instead, requirements increase administrative burdens for
adults seeking needed benefits.

Why this matters

Congressional Republicans have recently proposed increases in work
requirements for the receipt of some federal government benefits. These
proposals seem to be based on an inaccurate belief—that public benefits are so
generous, there is no incentive for recipients to seek out paid employment to
supplement the money from those benefits. Stricter work requirements—and the
burdensome paperwork that will need to be completed to apply for the
benefits—will shut out deserving families needing food assistance and health
care.

Overview

The existing safety net is too
stingy and tilts too hard toward
making benefits difficult to
access.“

Work requirements for safety net programs like SNAP
and Medicaid
A punitive solution that solves no real problem

Summary: Proponents claim that adding more work requirements for programs like
food stamps (SNAP) and Medicaid will lead to higher levels of employment among
low-income adults. But EPI’s research shows that this will not address the underlying
challenges these adults face in seeking employment. Such requirements will only curb
access to food and health care for many benefit recipients.
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Introduction
In recent years, Republicans in Congress have embraced
proposals to ratchet up work requirements as conditions
for the receipt of some federal government benefits. These
proposals are clearly trying to exploit a vague, but
pervasive, sense that some recipients of public support are
gaming the system to get benefits that they do not need,
as they could be earning money in the labor market to
support themselves instead.1 Essentially, the push to
increase work requirements rests on a belief that the prime
barrier stopping these beneficiaries from supporting
themselves solely through employment is a lack of
motivation—since public benefits provide too comfortable
a living, and beneficiaries lack the incentive to find paid
employment.

However, a careful assessment of the current state of
public benefit programs demonstrates that almost none of
the alleged benefits of ratcheting up work requirements
are economically significant, but that the potential costs of
doing this could be large and fall on the most economically
vulnerable. The most targeted programs for more stringent
work requirements are the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP, popularly referred to as food
stamps) and Medicaid, the health insurance program for
low-income people. EPI has surveyed the research
literature on work requirements and how they interact with
these two programs in particular, and we find that the
existing safety net is too stingy and tilts too hard toward
making benefits difficult to access. Tightening eligibility by
increasing work requirements for these programs will make
this problem even worse with no tangible benefit in the
form of higher levels of employment among low-income
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adults.

Key findings:

• SNAP and Medicaid provide in-kind benefits for food assistance and health care to
low-income families. These in-kind benefits are not generous enough to support a
decent standard of living, and they provide no help with other expenses families have.
In short, the incentive for adults to secure steady work at decent pay remains utterly
enormous: It is the difference between living in profound material hardship versus
having a more comfortable existence.

• Large numbers of beneficiaries of SNAP and Medicaid are children, retirees, or
people with disabilities that prevent them from working. While most variants of work
requirements seem to only apply to able-bodied adults without dependents or
documented disabilities (ABAWDs), the administrative burden associated with these
requirements might spill over and reduce take-up (and hence, incomes) for other
beneficiaries.

• The primary barrier to work for low-income adults who want steady hours of
employment is the state of the macroeconomy—conditions that are far beyond their
control. The history of work requirements often casts them as an effort to break a
“culture” of nonwork among some communities, with the implicit argument being that
many beneficiaries will choose not to work even when steady jobs with decent pay
are readily available. The evidence strongly contests this: Low-income adults’
employment surges when overall unemployment is low, and they work more hours
and are able to earn more as a result. When unemployment is high, however, low-
income adults are often the first to lose their jobs and see large hour declines as well.

• Too many jobs available to adults in low-income families are often characterized by
irregular and unpredictable scheduling practices, making it hard for workers to plan
for and maintain consistent work.

• More stringent work requirements implemented in the past have largely failed to
boost work in significant ways because these requirements do not attack the core
problems of weak macroeconomic conditions, the volatile nature of low-wage work,
and other barriers to work like caregiving responsibilities.

• Many of the programs that some people might be excluded from by work
requirements can meaningfully be thought of as work supports. Some public benefit
programs—particularly Medicaid and SNAP—serve as human capital investments that
can boost long-run earnings and employment prospects.
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In the end, we suspect much public support for enhanced work requirements reflects
imprecise thinking about the true costs and benefits of implementing them in the messy
world of low-wage work in the United States. Other support might stem from the ethical
decision that it’s worse for society to have even a tiny number of “undeserving” people
receive public support than it is to have thousands of deserving families shut out of
needed benefits because of the onerous administrative burden associated with tightened
work requirements. But this is not an ethical decision we share. We think a decent,
compassionate welfare state should err on the side of protectiveness rather than
exclusion—but this trade-off is the hinge of political decisions around ratcheting up
administrative reporting on work requirements.
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What are work requirements, and
what problem are they supposed to
solve?
Work requirements are policies that mandate individuals work and administratively
document a certain number of hours as a condition to receive benefits like SNAP and
Medicaid. At a broad level, work requirements don’t seem to belong with welfare-state
programs like SNAP and Medicaid. These programs were historically established precisely
to provide a floor to living standards for people who cannot support themselves through
earnings from the labor market. This includes children, the elderly, students, adults with
disabilities or primary caregiving responsibilities, or those seeking work who cannot find it.

The implicit claim made by many advocating for strict work requirements on public support
programs is that benefits have become too easy to obtain (even for those who could find
paid work) and too generous relative to labor market earnings. The claim continues that
this excess generosity has incentivized a portion of the population to game the system by
choosing to live on public benefits rather than work. The argument, hence, claims that by
making it harder for this group to obtain benefits, their incentive to work will be increased,
and this will raise employment rates. In practice, existing work requirements are mainly
aimed at adults without dependents or documented disabilities—a group that proponents
of work requirements think could be working if only the public support systems were not
so generous relative to paid employment.

Before moving on to the flawed assumptions this view makes about the population that
work requirements apply to, it is worth noting that there is almost no cash assistance that
is unconditional on work and available to that population. Most current policy debates
about work requirements center on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and
Medicaid. These programs provide in-kind benefits to purchase food and health insurance
to cover medical bills if one needs health care. In short, there is no prospect at all of
somebody achieving a remotely comfortable living standard by forgoing work and relying
exclusively on the benefits provided by these programs. People need much more than
food and health care to live a decent life.

Besides the logical flaw that millions of Americans are voluntarily choosing to not work
because public benefits offer such a comfortable alternative, the advocacy of tighter work
requirements often makes several flawed assumptions about the labor market trade-offs
that individuals affected by work requirements face (often referred to as ABAWDs, short
for able-bodied adults without dependents or documented disabilities). Supporters of
stricter work requirements assume that existing social safety net benefits are easy to
access and provide a generous-enough living standard to be a reasonable substitute for
steady work. In addition, these supporters assume that good-paying, steady jobs are
readily available and a viable alternative to living on public benefits. This is often false. Our
analysis shows that low-wage labor markets in the United States do not readily provide
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enough hours or wage and salary income high enough to guarantee a minimally decent
life for workers. Further, it assumes that ABAWDs have no other health issues or
caregiving responsibilities that would prevent them from finding steady work.

This view doesn’t square with reality, both with respect to the trade-offs low-income
families face between work and nonwork and the labor market experiences of people who
would be affected by work requirements (many of whom already seek work regularly and
take it when it’s available). In this report, we document the economic claims (some implicit,
some explicit) made by policymakers who support taking away benefits from individuals
who fail to meet work reporting requirements, and we show why these claims don’t reflect
the reality of low-wage labor markets and the poor and near-poor families who must try to
carve out a living from them. We further document the evidence of the impacts of work
requirements on individuals and communities. The evidence shows the real harms work
requirements can cause and suggests that ratcheting up their stringency would greatly
amplify these harms.

Adults without dependents or
documented disabilities are most
likely to be targeted for work
requirements
Today’s work requirements generally target non-elderly adults without documented
disabilities who do not have dependents living in the home, a group that work-requirement
advocates claim should be able to find steady and income-sustaining work. These
ABAWDs make up one-third of the U.S. population (Bauer, Hardy, and Howard 2024).
ABAWDs that have incomes less than 200% of the federal poverty line (FPL) are 8.2% of
the total population, which would put them in income ranges to be eligible for social safety
net programs like SNAP and Medicaid (Bauer, Hardy, and Howard 2024). Table 1 compares
the demographic and safety net profile of all adults ages 18 to 59, adults who are SNAP
and Medicaid users, and low-income ABAWDs. Compared with all adults, those receiving
SNAP and Medicaid are disproportionately likely to be women and nonwhite. They are
also less likely to have a college education—only 15% of adults on SNAP and Medicaid
have a bachelor’s degree or higher. Finally, adults on SNAP and Medicaid are much more
likely to have an elderly person in the household. This population looks very similar to the
ABAWD population, in which nearly 50% of low-income ABAWDs are women, and a
disproportionate share are Black and Hispanic (18% and 23%, respectively), relative to all
adults. More than half of low-income ABAWDs have a high school diploma or less.

While ABAWDs might not have documented disabilities that result in benefit receipt or
have dependent children living at home full-time, they often experience health challenges
and must take on some caregiving duties, each of which could provide a genuine barrier
to finding steady work. We find that 21% reported having a disability that affects their ability
to find and sustain work, suggesting that adults with genuine health barriers are being
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Table 1 Demographic composition of adults ages 18–59, adults who
use SNAP or Medicaid, and low-income adults without
dependents or receiving income from disability

All

SNAP or
Medicaid

users
Low-income without dependents or

receiving income from disability

Age 38.1 36.7 37.5

Gender

Male 50.1% 46.4% 52.0%

Female 49.9% 53.6% 48.0%

Race

White 56.3% 42.9% 50.1%

Black 13.6% 19.8% 18.1%

Hispanic 20.7% 29.0% 23.6%

Other 9.4% 8.3% 8.2%

Education

Less than high school 9.1% 17.7% 14.9%

High school 27.6% 39.4% 37.1%

Some college 26.7% 28.0% 28.3%

Bachelor’s degree 23.7% 11.2% 14.9%

Advanced degree’ 13.0% 3.6% 4.8%

Has an elderly person
in household

9.8% 14.3% 13.8%

Has a disability that
hinders or limits work

7.2% 18.0% 20.7%

Has SNAP 11.2% 52.3% 24.8%

Has Medicaid 16.1% 75.3% 31.9%

Has EITC 8.4% 20.4% 15.3%

Number of hours
worked in a year

1,527 1,000 768

Average income from
work

$50,997 $19,102 $8,745

Note: Workers receiving income from disability includes income from workers’ compensation, company or union
disability, federal government civil service disability, U.S. military retirement disability, state or local government
employee disability, U.S. Railroad Retirement disability, accident or disability insurance, black lung miner’s
disability, or state temporary sickness payments. Income from Social Security and payments from the Veterans
Administration were not included.

Source: Author’s analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC).
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swept up in overly stringent work requirements. One potential outcome from a push to
ratchet up work requirements for adults with disabilities is increased time spent doing
administrative paperwork to more precisely define their health challenges.

Table 1 also shows that 13.8% of ABAWDs live with an adult over the age of 65 in their
household, suggesting that many are potential caregivers in some form and likely have
caregiving responsibilities beyond what is captured on paper. A recent Brookings
Institution report corroborates this finding, showing that nearly 40% of low-income
ABAWDs are parents, and 5% are noncustodial parents to children under the age of 21
(Bauer, Hardy, and Howard 2024). While most variants of work requirements seem to only
apply to ABAWDs and not all SNAP and Medicaid beneficiaries, given how similar the
overall populations are, and the fact that many SNAP and Medicaid adult users often have
children, the administrative burden associated with these requirements might spill over
beyond ABAWDs alone and reduce take-up (and hence incomes) for these other
beneficiaries. Adding more work requirements will create confusion and more paperwork
for all adults who receive SNAP and Medicaid, not just ABAWDs, the group most likely to
have work requirements levied on them.

The social safety net offers minimal
support to low-income ABAWDs
Despite ABAWDs having health challenges and caregiving responsibilities that make
participation in the labor market difficult, our current social safety net does very little to
support these adults. ABAWDs receive a very small share of in-kind income from benefits,
and these benefits come with strings attached. In the case of food assistance through the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, ABAWDs who are not homeless or veterans
must work 80 hours per month to receive SNAP benefits or lose these benefits if they
don’t meet the hours-worked criteria for three months in a row (USDA 2024). In the case of
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), adults without dependents receive an average
annual benefit of $295, one-tenth of what families with children get (Crandall-Hollick, Falk,
and Boyle 2023).

To get a sense for how much support ABAWDs receive from the government, researchers
compared the poverty rate of ABAWDs with comparable adults with children before and
after social safety net transfers (Gornick et al. 2024). Between 2016 and 2019, the pre-tax,
pre-transfer poverty rate for nondisabled childless adults was 12.7%, and after taxes and
transfers, the poverty rate for this group was only 2.4 percentage points lower (10.3%). By
contrast, for nondisabled adults with children, social assistance programs reduced the
incidence of poverty for this group by 5.4 percentage points—more than twice as much as
that of childless adults. This lack of social safety net support for nondisabled, childless
adults is unique to the U.S. Further, the U.S. ranked last in its ability to reduce poverty for
nondisabled, childless adults—reducing poverty for this group by only 19% compared with
35%–66% for Canada, the UK, the Czech Republic, Finland, Ireland, and the Netherlands
(Gornick et al. 2024).
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With very few safety net programs to support them otherwise, ABAWDs are hence already
heavily incentivized to work, so tighter work requirements are not needed to further this
incentive. Under the status quo, living standards for ABAWDs are far higher if they are able
to find steady, sustaining work.

Low-income adults generally face
steep labor market challenges, making
it difficult to meet work requirements
With such meager government support, adults without dependents or documented
disabilities are clearly motivated to turn toward employment and to work more when
possible. Moreover, just because adults with children are so far exempt from some work-
requirement proposals, they, too, would benefit from increased employment. If advocates
of work requirements were motivated to boost living standards for low-income households
through policy, then efforts to boost employment opportunities across all low-income
households, not just ABAWDs, would make sense.

The first clear labor market challenge for ABAWDs is one shared by low-income families
with children and even by more privileged job seekers—the United States has spent far
too much time with excess unemployment rates in recent decades. This excess
unemployment rate represents a clear and profound macroeconomic policy failure: the
failure to maintain economywide spending at levels that would ensure that employer
demand for workers was strong enough to soak up all willing workers in a reasonable
amount of time (Bivens and Zipperer 2018). This macroeconomic failure is something no
individual worker has control over, yet it is entirely determinative of whether all (or even
the vast majority of) potential workers are able to find regular work at sustaining wages.

Advocates for more stringent work requirements gloss over this reality of the labor market.
They portray the population affected by work requirements as stubbornly refusing to move
into paid employment when it is available—often claiming they are afflicted by a “culture”
of nonwork. But when unemployment is high, steady work is often unavailable.
Employment rates for low-income adults without dependents ( just like work for all adults)
is highly cyclical, rising when the macroeconomic environment is more favorable and
overall unemployment rates fall, and falling when overall unemployment rises due to slack
job markets.

Figure A shows the number of hours worked for adults in the bottom 30th percentile of
the household income distribution between 1979 and 2019. As unemployment increases,
the number of available jobs in a given local labor market becomes scarce, and workers
work fewer hours, suggesting that the jobs low-income adults take are much more tied to
aggregate labor market health. Given that more than 80% of workers in this group lack a
college degree, these adults are much more likely to work in sectors that don’t require
higher levels of education, such as construction or the restaurant industry, which are highly
cyclical in nature.
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Figure A Higher unemployment is associated with fewer work
hours for low-income adults
Total household labor income and unemployment rate for the bottom 30% of
households, 1979–2019

Note: The relationship between unemployment rate and labor income displayed in the figure are adjusted
for a time trend. We define the bottom 30% of households based on their total income from wages and
salaries.

Source: Author’s analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS
ASEC) (Flood et al. 2024).
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Figure B shows a similar pattern for household income from wages. When unemployment
is low, income for low-income adults increases, presumably because jobs are less scarce,
and workers are able to work more hours. However, as unemployment increases,
household income from work declines.

By making the incentives faced by ABAWDs the central policy concern that motivates work
requirements, rather than the larger macroeconomic environment, advocates for work
requirements are not being honest about the real barriers to work.

Low-wage work is precarious, making work time
hard to maintain
In addition to work availability being tied to labor market health for low-income ABAWDs,
the types of jobs available to this group even in times of general economic health often
pay low wages and are precarious in nature. It is difficult for workers to maintain a
consistent number of work hours each month when they are scheduled for many hours
one week and a few hours the next week, or when their employee classifications shift from
full-time, full-year employment to part-time, temporary, and contractor work arrangements
(Farber 2008; Kalleberg 2009, 2011, 2012; Kalleberg and Marsden 2013). These
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Figure B Higher unemployment is associated with lower
income for low-income adults
Total hours worked and unemployment rate for the bottom 30% of households,
1979–2019

Note: The relationship between unemployment rate and hours worked displayed in the figure are adjusted
for a time trend. We define the bottom 30% of households based on their total income from wages and
salaries.

Source: Author’s analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS
ASEC) (Flood et al. 2024).
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employment arrangements and scheduling practices, which are often out of workers’
control, decrease the regularity and predictability of work time and can make it hard for
workers to maintain the consistent work-hour requirements needed to satisfy the
documentation (by either working 80 hours per month or 20 hours per week). For
example, workers with seasonal jobs would only be eligible for benefits during the season
that they work but would be unable to access benefits at crucial moments when they’re
laid off, even if they have reasonable assurance that they will be reemployed or they are
actively seeking employment. Moreover, a disproportionately large share of workers in
low-wage jobs (66% of janitors and housekeepers, 90% of food service workers, 87% of
retail workers, and 71% of home care workers) reported their hours varied within the last
month, which highlights the pervasiveness of such practices (Lambert, Fugiel, and Henly
2014).

Figure C shows the rate at which workers report having variable hours, conditional on
working, for workers in the bottom 30% of household labor income and workers in the
upper 70%. Workers in low-income households have substantially higher rates of hour
variability, with the gap widening during economic downturns and narrowing during
periods of labor market health. Critically, research has shown that the rise in hour
variability often goes hand in hand with low numbers of work hours, where workers with
low income both work the fewest hours during downturns and have the most variable
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Figure C Workers in low-income households experience more
hour variability than those in higher income
households
Share of workers that report their hours vary, conditional on being employed,
2000–2023

Notes: We define the bottom 30% of households based on their total income from wages and salaries.

Source: Author’s analysis of EPI CPS Outgoing Rotation Group microdata extracts, Version 1.0.59 (EPI
2024).
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Hour variability is just one type of scheduling practice that might make it hard for workers
to document working a consistent 20 hours per week to fulfill work requirements. Figure
D below, reproduced from the Shift Project, highlights the pervasiveness of scheduling
practices that make it challenging to rely on a job to provide steady income over time
(Zundl et al. 2022). These practices include employers canceling shifts, changing shift
times, and giving less than two weeks’ notice for a work schedule to employees. While
these trends are just for the service sector, this is an important industry to understand in
the context of work requirements since many of the workers in the service sector earn low
wages and are eligible for SNAP and Medicaid.

In 2021, around 15% of workers reported having their shifts canceled, and nearly 40% of
workers reported working a so-called “clopening” shift (a scheduling practice where
managers schedule the same worker to work a closing shift followed by an opening shift
the following day). Just over one-third of the service sector reported being scheduled for
an on-call shift, and around 60% of workers reported a shift-timing change or were given
less than two weeks’ notice of a schedule change (Zundl et al. 2022). Critically, the graphs
further show how these conditions persist even in favorable macroeconomic conditions.
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Figure D Retail and service-sector workers experience substantial scheduling instability
Scheduling experiences from workers in retail and service sectors

Source: Replication of Figure 1 from the Shift Project Research Brief (Zundl et al. 2022).
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These scheduling practices have implications for workers’ ability to have consistently
predictable schedules and can have spillover impacts on their ability to hold down jobs
altogether. Late notice or on-call shifts, for example, can make it very hard to plan for
caregiving duties, and if workers need to use public transit, last-minute notice may cause
them to be late or miss their shifts if they can’t catch the right bus. Unsurprisingly, job
turnover is high in jobs with these scheduling practices. Figure E shows that workers who
have to work on-call shifts have around a 7 percentage point higher rate of job turnover
than workers who do not. Similarly, workers who experience scheduling time changes
have a higher rate of turnover than workers who do not have employers that change
schedules at the last minute. Workers with little schedule notice and workers who
experience canceled shifts, similarly, are more likely to experience job turnover than
workers with more notice (Choper, Schneider, and Harknett 2021).
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Figure E Workers with greater scheduling instability are more likely to experience job
turnover
Predicted probability by types of schedule instability

Source: Replication of Figure 1 from “Uncertain Time: Precarious Schedules and Job Turnover in the US Service Sector” (Choper, Schneider, and Harknett
2021).
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Taken together, the available labor market options for ABAWDs present often-overlooked
challenges to maintaining steady work. Work is only available under the right
macroeconomic conditions, and even then, the conditions of work can prevent workers
from maintaining steady hours or employment. The high levels of turnover that occur from
workers seeking better work conditions make it nearly impossible to maintain eligibility for
income assistance if recipients are required to demonstrate consistent work.

A Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) report corroborates this by showing that
half of low-income workers who were subject to Medicaid work requirements would have
failed a work-hours test in at least one month over the course of the year (Katch, Wagner,
and Aron-Dine 2018). Note, though, that this means that those workers would likely have
passed the work-hours test in the eleven other months. Moreover, in occupations in which
SNAP or Medicaid beneficiaries are concentrated, unemployment is twice as high as the
unemployment rate for typical middle-class occupations (Butcher and Schanzenbach,
2018). Penalizing workers for job conditions beyond their control is yet another way that
advocates for work requirements are not being honest about the real intent of work
requirements.

Work requirements don’t actually
boost employment
The stated goal of work requirements is often to increase work effort, often to 80 hours
per month or 20 hours per week for ABAWDs. But the prior section showed that the jobs
available to low-income workers generally are not good-quality jobs with dependable
hours that enable workers to meet the thresholds to maintain benefits. Moreover, ABAWDs
cannot rely on the social safety net for economic security, suggesting that the
argument—that changing ABAWDs’ incentives (via work requirements) will bring more
people into the workforce and off social safety net programs—is flawed. This flaw is
confirmed in academic research: Where work requirements exist, there has been no
meaningful increase in employment.

In the past, there have been empirical challenges in causal analysis estimating the impact
of work requirements on employment. Described in Gray et al. (2023), participation in
programs like SNAP is underreported in most major surveys, making it difficult to gauge
any change in participation in response to policy (Meyer, Mittag, and George 2020; Ziliak
2015; Meyer and Mittag 2019). Additionally, not all adults who are eligible for programs like
SNAP actually take up the programs, and these underlying preferences driving the take-up
decision are unknown to researchers. As a result, estimates of employment based on a
policy change on this population might be smaller in magnitude than they would be if we
could simply capture adults who were eligible for SNAP and had a preference for using it.
Finally, there may be selection bias if researchers limit the study sample to those most
likely to be impacted by work requirements. In the context of SNAP, Gray et al. (2023)
overcame empirical challenges by using linked administrative data to causally assess the
impact of work requirements when they were reinstated after the Great Recession and
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found that the work requirements had no impact on employment. Others have similarly
found no impact of work requirements on employment (Vericker et al. 2023; Stacy,
Scherpf, and Jo 2018; Feng 2022; Cook and East 2024).

Studies of the effects of work requirements on Medicaid have yielded similar results. Two
phone surveys in Arkansas following the 2017 introduction of work requirements to
Medicaid found no discernible change in employment, in part because an estimated
38%–48% of recipients newly subject to work requirements were already working at least
20 hours per week (Sommers et al. 2020). This finding is totally consistent with our
general argument here: Low-income adults already have a huge incentive to work but face
high external barriers, aside from any internal barrier that might exist such as a lack of
motivation. Given this, there is little reason to think that work requirements would
meaningfully boost employment.2

By making the process of applying for crucial
safety net programs more burdensome, work
requirements effectively function like a cut to
programs
While work requirements do not reliably increase employment, they do significantly
increase the administrative burden and costs of applying for safety net programs. This
increased administrative burden, in turn, reduces access and take-up. Prior studies have
shown that administrative burdens of all kinds can reduce program enrollment (Cook and
East 2024; Deshpande and Li 2019; Finkelstein and Notowidigdo 2019; Gray 2019;
Homonoff and Somerville 2021), and increases in work requirements are no exception.

For adults trying to ascertain if they’re eligible for safety net programs, policies that
increase work requirements will lead to increased learning and compliance costs
associated with gaining access to these programs (Herd and Moynihan 2018). For
example, when new work requirements go into place, adults with limited literacy or who
face language barriers may not know about these requirements and lose coverage as a
result. Workers may also face hurdles in getting employers to provide enough hours to
meet the work requirements and the additional paperwork to verify employment hours per
week (Bauer and East 2023).

While some of the reductions in caseloads due to work requirements may truly be
because workers can’t satisfy the arbitrary hours threshold, in many cases, the sheer
amount of additional administrative burdens levied on adults seeking benefits, and on
case workers screening to ensure that work requirements are met, is a major driver in the
decline in participation. In the same rigorous academic studies that found minimal
employment impacts in response to work requirements for SNAP, researchers found that
the new work requirements increased program exits by 64% among incumbent
participants, and for participants newly subject to work requirements, program
participation was reduced by 53% (Gray et al. 2023). In response to Medicaid’s work
requirements in Arkansas, researchers documented a decline in Medicaid coverage by
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13.2 percentage points, while the share of the uninsured increased by 7.1 percentage
points (Sommers et al. 2019).

The consequences of losing access to SNAP and Medicaid for low-income adults are
severe, often resulting in food and health insecurity. Losing SNAP eligibility has been
found to increase the incidence of experiencing physically unhealthy days by 14% (Feng
2022). Following the Medicaid work requirements experiment in Arkansas, researchers
compared outcomes for respondents who were still enrolled and respondents who were
disenrolled from the program. Among those disenrolled, 49.8% reported serious problems
paying off medical debt, almost twice as many respondents compared with 26.8% for
those still enrolled. Moreover, 55.9% of disenrolled respondents delayed needed care in
the past year because of cost, and 63.8% delayed taking medications because of cost. By
contrast, only 28.2% of enrolled respondents delayed needing care, and 32.8% delayed
medications (Sommers et al. 2020).

The silver lining in these findings is that when administrative burdens are reduced, people
regain access to crucial benefits. For example, during the 2008–2009 Great Recession,
policymakers significantly (if temporarily) reduced requirements for SNAP receipt. These
changes were made because it was recognized that the recession—a change in
macroeconomic conditions outside the control of potential beneficiaries—was driving the
increased need for SNAP. Researchers found that these administrative policies that
relaxed requirements explained 28.5% of the 69% increase in SNAP participation (Ziliak
2013). Research has further shown that participation is greatest when measures to reduce
the administrative burden for SNAP—like lengthening eligibility and recertification periods,
eliminating in-person interviews, and offering online applications—are more generous
(Herd and Moynihan 2018; Prenatal-to-3 Policy 2024).

Policies that would measurably
improve employment in low-income
households
For those genuinely concerned about improving access to work, there are policy choices
that are far more effective than work requirements.

This agenda would include macroeconomic policy to maintain full employment but would
also stress policy choices that remove real-world barriers to work like providing access to
child and elder care, reducing incarceration, enforcing antidiscrimination laws, and
removing unnecessary credentialization in the hiring process.

Maintaining full employment: Our analysis in prior sections shows a clear link between
hours worked and earnings for low-income adults and the national unemployment rate,
suggesting that when the economy is at full employment, low-income adults stand to
benefit the most from greater access to work opportunities. It is also worth noting that full
employment also leads to strong reductions in the federal budget deficit—something else
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proponents of work requirements also claim is a goal (Bivens 2019).

Increasing scheduling predictability: Adding hours criteria to individuals in jobs with
schedule practices that are out of their control only increases both barriers to work and
economic insufficiency. If policymakers were serious about supporting individuals who
want steady work, they would call for workplace protections that reduce precarious
scheduling practices, thereby providing more employment security. Policies like secure
scheduling laws can go far to improve employment prospects for low-income ABAWDs.
Studies of new secure scheduling laws, which mandate that workers get at least two
weeks’ notice of their schedule, among other rules, found that these policies increase
economic security and worker health and well-being (Harknett, Schneider, and Irwin 2021).

Providing better help with caregiving responsibilities: For adults with caregiving duties, a
key barrier to work is the prohibitively high cost of care. Given that 5% of ABAWDs have
noncustodial children under 21 and 14% of ABAWDs live with a person over the age of 65,
access to affordable child and elder care could make a huge difference for this population
of adults. Women charged with caregiving have lower employment and earnings than
those with similar characteristics who are not caregivers (Maestas, Messel, and
Truskinovsky 2024). Policies that could support caregivers or reduce the cost of elder care
could significantly help ABAWDs gain access to employment. For example, studies show
that when barriers to child care are reduced through informal or formal care, women are
much more likely to work (Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez 2013; ASPE 2016).

Reducing the labor market scarring of incarceration: For Black men, incarceration
presents a uniquely challenging obstacle in terms of gaining employment (Pager 2003;
Williams, Wilson, and Bergeson 2019). At least one in five Black men will experience
incarceration at some point in their lives (Robey, Massoglia, and Light 2023), and any
instance of incarceration severely reduces their subsequent likelihood of gaining
employment (Pager 2003). Policies that reduce incarceration and recidivism rates, such as
job reentry programs, could do much more to support this population’s gaining
employment.

Reducing misplaced credentialization: Degree inflation—the rising demand for a four-year
college degree for jobs that previously did not require one—has been found to be costly
to workers in terms of missed job opportunities (Cohen 2023). A Harvard Business Review
study found that over 60% of employers indicated that they would reject candidates that
otherwise fit their job descriptions because they did not have college diplomas (Fuller and
Raman 2017). Given that a large share of ABAWDs lacks college degrees, this can hinder
their ability to gain access to employment they might be fully qualified for otherwise.
Moreover, degree inflation appears to be responsive to local labor market supply. When
there is an economic downturn and an increased number of people looking for work,
employers are more likely to increase skill requirements (Modestino, Shoag, and Ballance
2020). By contrast, when the economy is tight, employers tend to relax them (Modestino,
Shoag, and Ballance 2016). This suggests that the degree requirement, rather than being a
necessary qualification for a job, serves as an unfair screening device that may actually
hurt employers in the long run.
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Reducing education requirements has been a bipartisan policy initiative in Alaska,
Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Utah, where governors eliminated the requirement of a four-
year college degree for many jobs in state government. Research has also shown that
when degree requirements are dropped, employers are more specific in their job
descriptions about the types of skills required for a job, which has the potential to open up
new job positions for an additional 1.4 million workers (Fuller et al. 2022).

Offering better transportation options: Transportation access continues to be an issue for
low-income adults and adults in rural areas (Mengedoth 2023). Low-income adults are less
likely to own cars and more likely to take public transit. Public transit tends to have longer
commute times and can occasionally break down, making it difficult for workers to get to
work on time. Investments in more frequent public transportation with wider geographic
coverage could support low-income workers’ employment prospects.

Reducing existing work requirements: This is intentionally provocative, but prior sections
have described the health and nutrition consequences of failing to gain access to safety
net programs like SNAP and Medicaid, such as food and health insecurity, which could be
a barrier to work. Further, the existing research base shows near-zero measurable benefit
of existing work requirements in promoting work. The upshot of these findings is that it is
entirely possible that reducing eligibility barriers to safety net programs—barriers like work
requirements—may well be more effective in promoting work than raising those barriers
would be. A majority of adults who gained coverage through Medicaid expansion in Ohio
and Michigan found that having health care made it easier to find and maintain work
(Katch, Wagner, and Aron-Dine 2018).

Conclusion
A key policy trade-off for all welfare state programs is making sure that they reach all
eligible populations while avoiding free riders who claim benefits that society and
policymakers did not aim to make available to them. When eligibility rules are inclusive
and generous, more people will be able to access these programs but with the risk that
those who are not meant to be recipients may access these programs anyway. When
eligibility rules are stringent and harsh, the likelihood of benefits going to populations not
intended to receive them is certainly reduced but at the cost of reducing access to
populations all agree the programs are meant to help.

The evidence surveyed above highlights that the U.S. safety net is too stingy and already
tilts too hard toward making safety net benefits difficult to access. Further tightening
eligibility screens will make this problem worse, with zero tangible benefit in the form of
higher levels of employment among low-income adults.

Despite these facts, proponents of work requirements argue that these adults “have no
excuse” to not be working since they don’t have children to take care of that live in the
home or documented disabilities. Our analysis shows that there are still plenty of barriers
that keep low-income adults out of the workforce, including disabilities and the increased
likelihood of having an elderly person in the household. Further, we survey the available
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evidence on work requirements and find that they do not meaningfully increase
employment. They ultimately just reduce the number of workers able to access safety net
benefits. By picking ABAWDs as the group to be mandated to maintain work requirements,
policymakers are effectively identifying a group they view as “least deserving” to access
benefits and punishing them with the hope of not receiving a lot of backlash.

We also show that when labor market conditions are right, low-income workers do work
and earn more than they do when unemployment is high, suggesting that macroeconomic
policy has more to do with ABAWDs’ ability to work than the absence of incentives does.
Finally, we outline a wide range of policies that support work for low-income adults and
argue these policies would be better at promoting work than any work requirement
restriction. If policymakers were serious about creating opportunities to work, they would
pass policies like secure scheduling laws and affordable care policies that would
meaningfully reduce barriers low-income adults face in gaining employment.

Notes
1. Survey evidence shows that support for work requirements in Medicaid and the Supplemental

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is high—69.8% of adults surveyed in 2022–2023 supported
work requirements for Medicaid, and 72.5% supported work requirements for SNAP (Haeder and
Moynihan 2023).

2. The Arkansas program was later deemed unconstitutional.
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