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Executive Summary
For years, millions of able-bodied adults have been trapped in welfare 
dependency with little hope of better lives. Enrollment and spending have 
skyrocketed to historic levels recently, leaving fewer resources for the truly 
needy.

Thankfully, states have begun reversing Obama-era policies, reinstating work 
requirements and moving younger able-bodied adults out of welfare and 
back into the workforce. But able-bodied parents have been left behind.

Able-bodied adults are currently exempt from food stamp work 
requirements if they have children, even if they have no disabilities that 
keep them from seeking gainful employment. Without work requirements, 
many are left to languish in welfare indefinitely.

This is a devastating reality for millions of individuals. Trapped in welfare, 
without work, they are significantly more likely to be stuck in a life of poverty 
and despair. To finish the great work that states have already begun, 
Congress should expand existing work requirements to all able-bodied 
adults, including parents. In so doing, they will lift millions of Americans out 
of welfare, save taxpayers billions annually, and free up resources for the 
truly needy. 
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The problem: Most able-bodied parents on food stamps do not 
work at all
According to the most recent data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, more than 52 percent 
of able-bodied parents on food stamps do not work at all, while just 12 percent are working full-
time.1 These individuals are not working, even though they have no physical or mental disabilities 
keeping them from pursuing employment. 

This lack of work is alarming in an era of near record-low unemployment.2 With more than six 
million open jobs across the country, employers are desperate for workers.3 In fact, there are 
more job openings today than nearly any point since the U.S. Department of Labor began 
tracking them.4

The reason: Able-bodied parents on food stamps have no real 
work requirement
The reason most able-bodied parents on food stamps do not work is simple: they do not have 
to do so. Federal law requires able-bodied, childless adults on food stamps to work, train, or 
volunteer for at least 20 hours per week.5-7 But current law exempts able-bodied adults from this 
requirement if they have dependent children in the home.8 

Although some of these parents are theoretically subject to work registration and must participate 
in employment and training programs if assigned by states, few states ever assign these able-
bodied adults to such programs, rendering them virtually meaningless.
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The result: Record-high food stamp enrollment
With no work requirement in place, the number of able-bodied parents on food stamps—and 
not working—has reached record levels.

Today, more than 12 million able-bodied parents are dependent on the program—nearly three 
times the number enrolled in 2000.9-11 Taxpayers spend roughly $19 billion per year providing 
food stamps to these able-bodied parents.12 For comparison, fewer than 600,000 able-bodied 
adults receive cash welfare through the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program.13

The solution: Work requirements for able-bodied parents
Work requirements are a proven, efficient 
way to not only reduce caseloads but 
also increase incomes. After Kansas 
implemented work requirements for able-
bodied, childless adults on food stamps, 
caseloads dropped by 75 percent and 
the average amount of time spent on 
welfare was cut in half.14 Individuals who 
left welfare went back to work in more 
than 600 different industries and saw their 
incomes skyrocket, more than doubling 
on average.15 Even better, this increased 
income more than offset their lost welfare 
benefits.16 

When Maine implemented the same work 
requirements, it saw similar impressive 
results: incomes of former enrollees more 
than doubled and caseloads declined 
by 90 percent.17
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Getting able-bodied parents back into the labor force as quickly as possible is critical to returning 
them to a path of self-sufficiency. Research shows that re-entering the workforce becomes 
harder for able-bodied adults the longer they spend on welfare and the longer they spend not 
working.19-22 

Without work requirements, able-bodied parents spend an average of five years on the program.23 
Two in five will languish on the program for more than eight years, compared to just 18 percent 
who leave within a year.24 Getting these able-bodied adults back into the workforce as quickly 
as possible is essential to putting them back on the path to self-sufficiency and ending the cycle 
of dependency.

States can help address the problem even without a federal change by assigning more 
individuals mandatory job training if they are not already working. The Trump administration can 
also encourage more states to take these steps. But ultimately, it will take an act of Congress to 
create real work requirements for all able-bodied parents on food stamps.

Congress should simply extend the existing work requirement for able-bodied childless adults 
to parents. Under this approach, parents would be expected to work, train, or volunteer at least 
part-time to receive benefits long-term.

States have seen similar outcomes after work requirements were implemented for able-bodied 
parents on other welfare programs. In Kansas, for example, stronger work requirement sanctions 
for parents on cash welfare were followed by lower caseloads, more employment, and higher 
incomes.18
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The impact: 7 million fewer parents dependent on food 
stamps and up to $12 billion in savings per year for taxpayers
Based on the experiences of other populations and other programs, expanding work 
requirements to able-bodied parents would lead to less dependency, more employment, 
higher incomes, and greater economic growth. These changes could move as many as seven 
million able-bodied parents out of welfare dependency and put them back on the path to 
better lives.25

As a result, federal taxpayers could save up to $12 billion per year from reduced food stamp 
spending, plus additional state and federal Medicaid savings for those whose incomes rise 
above current eligibility limits.26 

Rather than spending this money on welfare for able-bodied adults, policymakers would 
preserve these resources for the truly needy, including seniors, children, and individuals with 
disabilities. Wages for those removed from the program would also grow, generating additional 
payroll and income tax revenues.

Able-bodied parents on food stamps have been exempt from commonsense work requirements 
for far too long. Not only has this crowded out resources for the truly needy, but it has left millions 
of adults to languish on welfare, robbing them of the hope of better lives. Congress should help 
these families out of the welfare trap by expanding successful work requirements to all able-
bodied adults on food stamps.
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Appendix 1. More than 12 million able-bodied parents are 
dependent on food stamps
Number of non-disabled, working-age parents on food stamps and annual spending on such adults in fiscal year 2015

 

STATE ENROLLMENT ANNUAL SPENDING

Alabama 229,300 $353,000,000

Alaska 23,000 $49,900,000

Arizona 298,400 $419,500,000

Arkansas 118,100 $166,100,00

California 1,650,900 $2,667,000,000

Colorado 148,500 $236,500,000

Connecticut 95,700 $142,000,000

Delaware 41,500 $63,400,000

District of Columbia 32,100 $50,200,000

Florida 910,000 $1,345,800,000

Georgia 470,400 $733,300,000

Hawaii 49,200 $130,000,000

Idaho 60,400 $85,900,000

Illinois 512,500 $808,500,000

Indiana 211,100 $318,400,000

Iowa 101,800 $133,800,000

Kansas 74,500 $105,200,000

Kentucky 215,600 $315,500,000

Louisiana 206,500 $323,400,000

Maine 47,300 $64,500,000

Maryland 189,000 $280,500,000

Massachusetts 142,700 $205,600,000

Michigan 356,200 $508,400,000

Minnesota 105,800 $130,800,000

Mississippi 152,500 $228,500,000

Missouri 229,800 $353,100,000

Montana 28,600 $40,800,000

Nebraska 44,300 $64,000,000

Nevada 122,200 $178,300,000

New Hampshire 24,000 $30,400,000
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Appendix 1. More than 12 million able-bodied parents are 
dependent on food stamps (Continued)
Number of non-disabled, working-age parents on food stamps and annual spending on such adults in fiscal year 2015

 

STATE ENROLLMENT ANNUAL SPENDING

New Jersey 235,700 $352,100,000

New Mexico 131,300 $198,300,000

New York 661,200 $1,024,300,000

North Carolina 443,500 $662,900,000

North Dakota 14,100 $20,800,000

Ohio 412,200 $640,400,000

Oklahoma 168,700 $255,800,000

Oregon 197,200 $266,400,000

Pennsylvania 410,600 $604,300,000

Rhode Island 40,900 $61,900,000

South Carolina 231,500 $365,700,000

South Dakota 26,100 $38,900,000

Tennessee 302,300 $476,700,000

Texas 1,203,200 $1,746,000,000

Utah 67,500 $95,200,000

Vermont 18,800 $23,300,000

Virginia 235,500 $362,600,000

Washington 287,400 $378,900,000

West Virginia 90,500 $127,700,000

Wisconsin 207,200 $269,700,000

Wyoming 9,000 $13,200,000

TOTAL 12,286,300 $18,517,500,000
Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture
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Appendix 2. Expanding work requirements to all able-bodied 
parents could save taxpayers more than $12 billion per year
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents on food stamps were subject to a 
work requirement

STATE ENROLLMENT DECLINE ANNUAL SAVINGS

Alabama 142,800 $242,100,000

Alaska 17,900 $41,100,000

Arizona 175,200 $275,300,000

Arkansas 76,200 $117,900,000

California 952,000 $1,637,000,000

Colorado 90,400 $155,400,000

Connecticut 60,700 $99,500,000

Delaware 25,400 $43,400,000

District of Columbia 22,000 $38,000,000

Florida 516,500 $851,300,000

Georgia 298,100 $512,900,000

Hawaii 28,800 $82,600,000

Idaho 36,400 $57,100,000

Illinois 317,800 $539,300,000

Indiana 134,600 $225,900,000

Iowa 58,100 $89,300,000

Kansas 44,900 $71,000,000

Kentucky 121,400 $191,000,000

Louisiana 130,000 $224,300,000

Maine 29,200 $45,200,000

Maryland 104,000 $169,300,000

Massachusetts 85,500 $142,100,000

Michigan 220,300 $352,900,000

Minnesota 58,500 $84,400,000

Mississippi 104,300 $173,600,000

Missouri 133,400 $222,000,000

Montana 17,700 $28,700,000

Nebraska 25,300 $41,300,000

Nevada 75,900 $123,300,000

New Hampshire 13,800 $20,500,000
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Appendix 2. Expanding work requirements to all able-bodied 
parents could save taxpayers more than $12 billion per year 
(Continued)
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents on food stamps were subject to a 
work requirement

STATE ENROLLMENT ANNUAL SAVINGS

New Jersey 136,000 $224,300,000

New Mexico 77,800 $130,200,000

New York 363,900 $595,900,000

North Carolina 254,300 $428,600,000

North Dakota 7,500 $12,900,000

Ohio 264,800 $450,800,000

Oklahoma 105,200 $177,800,000

Oregon 117,400 $179,600,000

Pennsylvania 257,100 $427,500,000

Rhode Island 22,700 $37,700,000

South Carolina 127,900 $218,600,000

South Dakota 16,100 $26,800,000

Tennessee 177,300 $305,700,000

Texas 673,800 $1,105,000,000

Utah 39,300 $63,000,000

Vermont 10,300 $15,000,000

Virginia 145,400 $248,700,000

Washington 176,000 $273,500,000

West Virginia 60,600 $95,900,000

Wisconsin 108,800 $162,000,000

Wyoming 5,500 $9,300,000

TOTAL 7,264,700 $12,086,300,000

Source: Authors’calculations
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STATE ENROLLMENT DECLINE ANNUAL SAVINGS

Alabama 125,000 $209,400,000

Alaska 15,500 $35,100,000

Arizona 150,600 $239,300,000

Arkansas 66,300 $101,600,000

California 830,900 $1,436,500,000

Colorado 77,400 $132,300,000

Connecticut 53,000 $85,400,000

Delaware 21,000 $35,600,000

District of Columbia 18,800 $32,300,000

Florida 435,200 $715,400,000

Georgia 267,600 $456,900,000

Hawaii 26,400 $75,700,000

Idaho 31,200 $49,300,000

Illinois 272,500 $459,400,000

Indiana 111,300 $186,000,000

Iowa 47,700 $73,200,000

Kansas 37,400 $59,400,000

Kentucky 106,500 $165,200,000

Louisiana 116,000 $200,500,000

Maine 25,000 $38,800,000

Maryland 92,700 $149,700,000

Massachusetts 71,800 $120,500,000

Michigan 189,500 $294,500,000

Minnesota 50,300 $72,000,000

Mississippi 94,700 $158,100,000

Missouri 113,000 $186,100,000

Montana 14,700 $23,800,000

Nebraska 21,000 $34,200,000

Nevada 63,700 $104,100,000

New Hampshire 11,500 $17,000,000

Appendix 3. Expanding work requirements to able-bodied 
parents without infants could save taxpayers more than $10 
billion per year
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents without dependent children under 
the age of one were subject to a work requirement
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Appendix 3. Expanding work requirements to able-bodied 
parents without infants could save taxpayers more than $10 
billion per year (Continued)
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents without dependent children under 
the age of one were subject to a work requirement

STATE ENROLLMENT ANNUAL SAVINGS

New Jersey 118,900 $197,600,000

New Mexico 65,900 $110,800,000

New York 318,000 $516,600,000

North Carolina 225,600 $380,200,000

North Dakota 5,900 $10,000,000

Ohio 222,000 $377,800,000

Oklahoma 84,700 $144,200,000

Oregon 102,000 $157,100,000

Pennsylvania 213,800 $352,200,000

Rhode Island 18,900 $31,300,000

South Carolina 107,500 $181,300,000

South Dakota 12,600 $20,800,000

Tennessee 147,100 $250,200,000

Texas 574,600 $941,200,000

Utah 30,500 $48,800,000

Vermont 9,100 $13,300,000

Virginia 132,900 $226,300,000

Washington 153,400 $240,300,000

West Virginia 53,000 $83,300,000

Wisconsin 87,600 $130,400,000

Wyoming 4,600 $7,800,000

TOTAL 6,246,500 $10,368,900,000

Source: Authors’calculations
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STATE ENROLLMENT DECLINE ANNUAL SAVINGS

Alabama 71,400 $118,900,000

Alaska 6,400 $14,300,000

Arizona 72,700 $110,500,000

Arkansas 32,100 $49,100,000

California 422,600 $739,000,000

Colorado 37,500 $64,500,000

Connecticut 24,300 $39,900,000

Delaware 11,400 $20,000,000

District of Columbia 9,700 $16,700,000

Florida 203,900 $326,900,000

Georgia 148,400 $257,900,000

Hawaii 11,300 $32,600,000

Idaho 12,500 $19,800,000

Illinois 145,900 $246,500,000

Indiana 56,400 $91,800,000

Iowa 25,300 $37,900,000

Kansas 17,000 $27,900,000

Kentucky 54,500 $84,800,000

Louisiana 59,300 $99,000,000

Maine 13,200 $20,200,000

Maryland 48,800 $80,900,000

Massachusetts 36,500 $63,400,000

Michigan 91,800 $137,200,000

Minnesota 21,100 $31,800,000

Mississippi 42,800 $71,100,000

Missouri 62,000 $99,200,000

Montana 7,000 $11,100,000

Nebraska 9,500 $15,200,000

Nevada 35,300 $58,800,000

New Hampshire 5,900 $8,000,000

Appendix 4. Expanding work requirements to able-bodied 
parents without young children could save taxpayers more 
than $5 billion per year
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents without dependent children under 
the age of six were subject to a work requirement
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Appendix 4. Expanding work requirements to able-bodied 
parents without young children could save taxpayers more 
than $5 billion per year (Continued)
Projected reduction in enrollment and potential annual savings if all non-disabled parents without dependent children under 
the age of six were subject to a work requirement

STATE ENROLLMENT ANNUAL SAVINGS

New Jersey 50,900 $85,600,000

New Mexico 33,200 $55,300,000

New York 154,400 $252,700,000

North Carolina 118,600 $197,400,000

North Dakota 2,300 $4,100,000

Ohio 137,700 $231,100,000

Oklahoma 42,100 $68,400,000

Oregon 54,300 $85,700,000

Pennsylvania 103,300 $177,200,000

Rhode Island 11,200 $18,900,000

South Carolina 61,500 $100,000,000

South Dakota 5,100 $8,100,000

Tennessee 74,700 $125,400,000

Texas 272,300 $463,000,000

Utah 12,700 $20,800,000

Vermont 4,300 $6,000,000

Virginia 74,400 $123,100,000

Washington 72,200 $112,200,000

West Virginia 25,900 $37,700,000

Wisconsin 38,400 $58,500,000

Wyoming 2,100 $3,400,000

TOTAL 3,148,500 $5,229,500,000

Source: Authors’calculations
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Appendix 5. Parents have child care options available
Although some opponents of commonsense work requirements have expressed concern about 
affordable child care options for parents if they return to work, the reality is that many of these parents 
currently have access to child care options. In fact, nearly two-thirds of the children in households with 
able-bodied, working-age parents are school-aged.1 

These children will typically spend six to seven hours per day attending school for eight to nine months 
out of the year.2 In fact, more than 5.2 million of these able-bodied parents have only school-aged 
children, with 1.5 million having only teenage children.3-4 These young adults often participate in after-
school programs including sports, band, drama, art, or various clubs offered through the school districts 
or in programs offered by independent community groups.

Many of the families with younger children also have older children who may be available to help watch 
younger siblings part-time. Nearly 4.7 million able-bodied parents have at least some children over the 
age of 13.5 Many families also have access to grandparents or parents who would otherwise be exempt 
from the work requirement who could watch younger children.

Parents also have access to a variety of tax credits that could help fund child care expenses. The child 
and dependent care credit, for example, provides a credit of up to $1,050 per year for one child or 
$2,100 per year for two children to parents who are working or looking for work.6 Workers can also use 
flexible spending accounts to pay for child care expenses with pre-tax dollars.7

These parents will also often qualify for earned-income tax credits, which can total up to $6,444 per year, 
depending on income and number of children.8 The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act also doubled the value of 
the child tax credit, now worth up to $2,000 per child, which parents could choose to use to help defray 
child care expenses.9

Additionally, all states operate child care subsidy programs, partially funded through federal grants, to 
provide taxpayer-funded child care assistance to low-income working families.10 Much of this spending 
flows through the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), which combines mandatory and 
discretionary federal spending on child care subsidies with state funds required under maintenance of 
effort requirements.11 State and federal taxpayers spent $8.5 billion on child care assistance through the 
CCDF in 2015.12 The 2018 budget deal included another $5.8 billion in federal CCDF spending over the 
next two years.13 

Virtually all of the families impacted by a new work requirement have incomes that would allow them 
to qualify for these programs. Parents applying for child care assistance initially can earn roughly 180 
percent of the federal poverty line in the average state—more than $45,000 per year for a family of 
four—and still qualify for the program.14-15 Some states have expanded eligibility levels up to as high as 
315 percent of the federal poverty line or more than $79,000 per year for a family of four.16 Many states 
also allow families already on the program to continue receiving subsidies even when their incomes rise 
above the initial eligibility limit.17 

According to federal data, more than 99.6 percent of children in the families likely impacted by work 
requirements meet the current initial eligibility thresholds for these state programs.18

States also use funding from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program on direct child 
care subsidies. In 2015, for example, states allocated $6.1 billion in TANF funds for child care and early 
education purposes.19 States spent another $585 million on refundable tax credits for things such as 
child care expenses.20

Federal law also allows states to transfer up to 30 percent of TANF funds into the CCDF block grant.21 In 
2015, states transferred $1.3 billion from TANF to CCDF, though they could have transferred as much as 
$5.1 billion under federal rules.22 States have also accumulated $3.4 billion in unused TANF funds that 
carry over year-to-year.23

State-level reforms may also guide federal policymakers on this issue. In Wisconsin, for example, Gov. Scott 
Walker has pursued requiring parents of school-aged children to work or participate in job training as a 
condition of eligibility.24 The Wisconsin Department of Health Services and the Wisconsin Department of 
Children and Families estimate that just four percent of school-aged children whose parents are subject 
to the state’s job training requirement are expected to need child care assistance.25-27
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STATE PROGRAM
INITIAL 

ELIGIBILITY
CONTINUING 

ELIGIBILITY

Alabama Child Care Subsidy Program 130% FPL 150% FPL

Alaska Child Care Assistance Program 216% FPL 216% FPL

Arizona Child Care Assistance 165% FPL 165% FPL

Arkansas Child Care Assistance Program 148% FPL 148% FPL

California California Alternative Payment Programs 210% FPL 210% FPL

Colorado Colorado Child Care Assistance Program 225% FPL 225% FPL

Connecticut Care 4 Kids 222% FPL 222% FPL

Delaware Child Care Subsidy Program 200% FPL 200% FPL

District of Columbia Subsidized Child Care 228% FPL 254% FPL

Florida School Readiness 150% FPL 200% FPL

Georgia Childcare and Parent Services 140% FPL 140% FPL

Hawaii Child Care Connection Hawaii 204% FPL 204% FPL

Idaho Idaho Child Care Program 130% FPL 130% FPL

Illinois Child Care Assistance Program 185% FPL 185% FPL

Indiana CCDF Program 127% FPL 170% FPL

Iowa Child Care Assistance 145% FPL 145% FPL

Kansas Child Care Program 185% FPL 185% FPL

Kentucky Child Care Assistance Program 138% FPL 152% FPL

Louisiana Child Care Assistance Program 152% FPL 152% FPL

Maine DHHS Child Care Subsidy Program 272% FPL 272% FPL

Maryland Child Care Subsidy Program 149% FPL 149% FPL

Massachusetts
Early Education and Care Financial 

Assistance
222% FPL 377% FPL

Michigan Child Development and Care 119% FPL 243% FPL

Minnesota Child Care Assistance Program 177% FPL 252% FPL

Mississippi Child Care Payment Program 174% FPL 174% FPL

Missouri Child Care Assistance Program 123% FPL 175% FPL

Montana
Best Beginnings Child Care Scholarship 

Program
150% FPL 150% FPL

Nebraska Child Care Subsidy Program 130% FPL 130% FPL

Nevada Child Care Development Program 236% FPL 236% FPL

New Hampshire NH Child Care Scholarship 250% FPL 250% FPL

Appendix 6. Every state operates a child care assistance program
Child care assistance programs and eligibility thresholds, by state
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Appendix 6. Every state operates a child care assistance 
program (Continued)
Child care assistance programs and eligibility thresholds, by state

STATE PROGRAM
INITIAL 

ELIGIBILITY
CONTINUING 

ELIGIBILITY

New Jersey Child Care Subsidy Program 197% FPL 246% FPL

New Mexico Child Care Assistance 200% FPL 200% FPL

New York Child Care Subsidy Program 200% FPL 200% FPL

North Carolina Subsidized Child Care Program 200% FPL 200% FPL

North Dakota Child Care Assistance Program 315% FPL 315% FPL

Ohio Publicly Funded Child Care 130% FPL 300% FPL

Oklahoma Child Care Subsidy Program 175% FPL 175% FPL

Oregon
Child Care Program Employment 

Related Day Care
185% FPL 261% FPL

Pennsylvania Child Care Works Subsidized Child Care 200% FPL 235% FPL

Rhode Island Child Care Assistance Program 180% FPL 180% FPL

South Carolina SC Voucher Child Care Program 150% FPL 175% FPL

South Dakota Child Care Assistance 175% FPL 175% FPL

Tennessee Child Care Certificate Program 166% FPL 166% FPL

Texas Child Care Services 200% FPL 247% FPL

Utah Child Care Assistance 166% FPL 207% FPL

Vermont Child Care Financial Assistance Program 197% FPL 197% FPL

Virginia Child Care Subsidy and Services 185% FPL 185% FPL

Washington Working Connections Child Care 200% FPL 200% FPL

West Virginia Child Care 148% FPL 182% FPL

Wisconsin Wisconsin Shares Child Care 185% FPL 200% FPL

Wyoming Child Care Subsidy Program 175% FPL 225% FPL
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