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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E :

CONGRESS SHOULD REQUIRE ABLE-BODIED ADULTS  
ON WELFARE TO WORK, TRAIN, OR VOLUNTEER.

MILLIONS OF ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ARE  
ON WELFARE WITH NO EXPECTATION  

THAT THEY WORK.

HOUSE REPUBLICANS HAVE PROPOSED MODEST 
WORK REQUIREMENTS FOR ABLE-BODIED ADULTS 

UNDER 55 ON FOOD STAMPS OR MEDICAID.

HOUSE REPUBLICANS’ PROPOSAL WOULD  
SAVE FEDERAL TAXPAYERS $154 BILLION. 

MOVING FOUR MILLION ABLE-BODIED ADULTS 
FROM WELFARE TO WORK WOULD BOOST  

THE ECONOMY BY $149 BILLION. 

MORE WORKERS WOULD INCREASE  
SOCIAL SECURITY AND MEDICARE  

REVENUES BY $89 BILLION. 
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Overview   
Rather than promoting self-sufficiency and upward mobility, welfare programs too often trap able-
bodied individuals in a cycle of dependency. But Congress can break that cycle of dependency 
by ensuring existing work requirements are enforced and extending work requirements to more 
programs and more able-bodied adults. This would not only move millions of able-bodied adults 
from welfare to work, but also help put the nation back on the path to fiscal sanity. 

CONGRESS CAN BREAK THAT CYCLE OF 
DEPENDENCY BY ENSURING EXISTING WORK 

REQUIREMENTS ARE ENFORCED AND EXTENDING 
WORK REQUIREMENTS TO MORE PROGRAMS 

 AND MORE ABLE-BODIED ADULTS.

Millions of able-bodied adults are on welfare with no 
expectation that they work 
In March 2023, the Medicaid program hit an unfortunate milestone: More than 100 million people 
were enrolled in the program.1 Able-bodied adults account for more than 40 percent of enrollees, 
making them the largest enrollment group.2 Likewise, more than 18 million able-bodied adults 
collect food stamps each month.3-5 

Despite these staggering numbers, there is no requirement for these individuals to work or even 
train in skills that could lead to employment. Medicaid has no federal work requirement, and the 
Biden administration immediately rescinded federal approval for state-level work requirements 
upon taking office.6-16 The food stamp program has a modest work requirement for some able-
bodied adults, but the requirement only applies to childless adults under 50.17 This food stamp 
work requirement has been suspended nationwide for three years due to the public health 
emergency.18 But even before the pandemic, states used loopholes and gimmicks to waive the 
requirement for the vast majority of able-bodied adults who would be subject to it.19-22 In 2019, 
for example, nearly two-thirds of able-bodied adults who would otherwise be subject to the work 
requirement were exempt due to state waivers.23 

In March 2023, the Medicaid program hit an 
unfortunate milestone: More than 100 million 

people were enrolled in the program.
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With no expectation of work in return for taxpayer-funded benefits, the vast majority of these 
able-bodied adults report no earnings at all.24-27 This is most pronounced among able-bodied, 
childless adults in their prime working years.28 Nearly three-quarters of the able-bodied, childless 
adults between 18 and 55 who collect food stamps do not work at all.29 Just 2.5 percent of these 
able-bodied adults work full time.30 

 

MOST ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ON FOOD  
STAMPS DO NOT WORK AT ALL 

Work status among childless adult food stamp enrollees  
without disabilities between the ages of 18 and 55

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture

 NO WORK    PART-TIME   FULL-TIME

There’s never been a better time to find work 
Employers have close to 10 million jobs open nationwide—a near-record high—but not 
enough workers to fill them.31 Employers remain desperate for workers, with nearly two open 
jobs for every unemployed person looking for work.32-34 And most jobs being created do not 
require college degrees, special training, or prior experience. Just 20 percent of job openings 
being created require a four-year degree or more, while more than two-thirds require a high 
school diploma or less.35 Nearly 80 percent of job openings require 30 days or less of basic on-the-
job training, and more than 85 percent require no previous experience.36 

Despite a near-record number of open jobs, millions of able-bodied adults remain on the sidelines. 
Labor force participation now sits near a 45-year low, with recent data suggesting that nearly two 
million workers are still missing from the labor force compared to before the pandemic began.37-40 
In short, the nation faces one of the worst worker shortages in modern history.
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Recent reports from banking institutions reveal that these missing millions are due to more than 
just an aging population.41 Gen Z workers, for example, were nearly as likely as Baby Boomers to have 
exited the labor force over the last few years, with sizeable shares of millennials and Gen X workers 
also exiting.42 Nearly three-quarters of the prime-age workers dropping out of the workforce were in 
the bottom two quintiles of income before exiting.43 Unfortunately, over the last several years, welfare 
expansions have made it even easier for able-bodied adults to drop out of the workforce and stay there.

 

Unfortunately, over the last several years,  
welfare expansions have made it even easier  

for able-bodied adults to drop out of  
the workforce and stay there.

House Republicans have proposed modest work 
requirements 
In April 2023, House Republicans introduced a bill requiring some able-bodied adults on Medicaid and food 
stamps to meet modest work requirements.44 Under the proposal, able-bodied, childless adults under 55 
will be expected to work, train, or volunteer at least part time to continue receiving benefits.45 Pregnant 
women or individuals who are mentally or physically unfit for employment, participating in a drug or 
alcohol treatment program, or enrolled in an educational program at least part time are exempt from the 
requirements.46 Parents or caretakers of dependent children or incapacitated persons are also exempt.47  

The requirements themselves are modest and reasonable. At most, able-bodied adults would be 
expected to work, train, or volunteer 80 hours per month to continue receiving Medicaid benefits.48 
But individuals could comply with the work requirement with as few as eight hours of minimum-
wage work per week in some states, with no state requiring more than 19 hours per week.49-50 

AT MOST, ABLE-BODIED ADULTS WOULD BE 
EXPECTED TO WORK, TRAIN, OR VOLUNTEER  

80 HOURS PER MONTH TO CONTINUE  
RECEIVING MEDICAID BENEFITS.

 
Likewise, able-bodied adults would be required to work, train, or volunteer 80 hours per month 
to continue receiving food stamps.51 But individuals could satisfy the requirement by participating 
in workfare or training programs, which would require as little as four hours per week in some 
states and no more than 10.3 hours per week in any state.52-55 

For comparison, most adults receiving cash welfare must work or participate in work-related 
activities for 20 to 30 hours per week.5
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Work requirements work
When work requirements were implemented in the 1990s, millions of able-bodied adults moved 
from welfare to work, rapidly growing the economy.57 Analyses of state-level implementation of 
work requirements in food stamps have reached similar conclusions.58-63 

When food stamp work requirements were implemented at the state level, able-bodied adults 
left welfare in record numbers.64-69 Those able-bodied adults returned to work in more than 1,000 
diverse industries, touching virtually every corner of the economy.70-71 Their incomes more than 
doubled within a year and tripled within two years.72-76 Better still, those higher incomes more 
than offset lost welfare benefits, leaving them much better off financially.77-81 

Implementing work requirements for able-bodied adults receiving Medicaid or food stamps is a 
modest and reasonable way to help people transition from welfare to work. 

IMPLEMENTING WORK REQUIREMENTS FOR  
ABLE-BODIED ADULTS RECEIVING MEDICAID OR FOOD 

STAMPS IS A MODEST AND REASONABLE WAY TO 
HELP PEOPLE TRANSITION FROM WELFARE TO WORK. 

 
House Republicans’ proposal would save federal 
taxpayers $154 billion 
An estimated 16.6 million able-bodied, childless adults under 55 received Medicaid benefits without any 
work requirement in March 2023.82-88 The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimated that a similar 
proposal for work requirements in Medicaid could save federal taxpayers $135 billion over the next 
decade.89 The CBO’s estimate applied only to able-bodied, childless adults under 50.90 House Republicans’ 
proposal to extend that work requirement to individuals under 55 would save an additional $10 billion.91 

House Republicans’ proposal to extend work requirements in food stamps would produce 
additional savings. An estimated 5.5 million able-bodied, childless adults under 55 receive food 
stamps.92-93 However, nearly 4.4 million of those able-bodied adults would already be subject to 
a work requirement absent the nationwide suspension during the public health emergency or 
state-level waivers of the requirement.94-95 

House Republicans’ proposal to extend work 
requirements in food stamps would produce 
additional savings. An estimated 5.5 million  

able-bodied, childless adults under  
55 receive food stamps.
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If all states implemented this work requirement for able-bodied, childless adults between 
ages 50 and 55, it would produce an estimated $2.6 billion in savings in its first year alone.96-109 
Based on the CBO’s projected annual increases in maximum food stamp allotments over the 
next decade and accounting for offsets caused by projected declining program enrollment as 
the economy improves, the cost savings would total approximately $25 billion over a decade.110 
However, without changes to the current waiver processes, states will likely continue to abuse 
loopholes and gimmicks to minimize the number of able-bodied adults subject to the work 
requirement, undermining potential savings.111-112 In their most recently submitted plans for 
employment and training programs, states estimated that roughly two-thirds of able-bodied 
adults without dependents would be exempt from the requirement due to those waivers once 
the nationwide suspension expires.113 Assuming similar patterns of waiver abuse, total savings for 
extending the food stamp work requirement will likely fall to $9 billion.114 

 

$154 BILLION  
SAVINGS 

$145 BILLION 
MEDICAID

$9 BILLION 
FOOD STAMPS

 

Moving four million able-bodied adults from welfare 
to work would boost the economy by $149 billion
Moving millions of able-bodied adults from welfare to work would help fill job vacancies and 
stimulate economic growth. In the mid-2000s, the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) built an economic model to measure the impact of welfare reform on the economy.115 
That economic model found that moving 2.4 million able-bodied adults from welfare to work in 
the 1990s increased real gross domestic product (GDP) by 1.6 percentage points.116 

An updated model, similar to the one used by USDA economists, finds that House Republicans’ 
proposal for Medicaid and food stamp work requirements will increase the labor force and boost 
the national economy.117-134 For example, moving just four million able-bodied adults from welfare 
to work would increase real GDP by an estimated $149 billion.135-140

More workers would increase Social Security and 
Medicare revenues by $89 billion 
More workers would also help to put the Social Security and Medicare trust funds on a firmer 
financial footing. CBO projects that the Social Security trust fund will run out of funding by 2032, 
while the Medicare trust fund will be depleted by 2033.141 Moving millions of able-bodied adults 
from welfare to work could improve the solvency of these programs by increasing the number of 
workers paying into them. 
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For example, moving just four million able-bodied adults from welfare to work would increase 
Social Security revenues by nearly $64 billion over the next 10 years.142-145 The Medicare trust fund 
would also benefit, gaining an additional $25 billion over a decade.146-148 

MOVING JUST FOUR MILLION ABLE-BODIED  
ADULTS FROM WELFARE TO WORK WOULD 
INCREASE SOCIAL SECURITY REVENUES BY  

NEARLY $64 BILLION OVER THE NEXT 10 YEARS.

 
THE BOTTOM LINE: Congress should require able-bodied 
adults on welfare to work, train, or volunteer.
In 1996, then-Senator Joe Biden declared that “the culture of welfare must be replaced with the 
culture of work” as he cast his vote for welfare reform and work requirements.149 More than two 
decades later, the evidence overwhelmingly supports this assertion. Work requirements have a 
proven track record of success. Given the country’s unprecedented labor shortage and a looming 
debt crisis, it is time for Congress to implement similar reforms for able-bodied adults on welfare 
programs like Medicaid and food stamps. 

“The culture of welfare must be replaced 
with the culture of work. The culture of 
dependence must be replaced with the 
culture of self-sufficiency and personal 

responsibility.” –Joe Biden, 1996

Commonsense work requirements will not only help move millions of able-bodied adults from 
welfare to work but also strengthen the economy and improve the financial health of vital 
programs like Social Security and Medicare. Congress should quickly act to extend these work 
requirements to as many able-bodied adults on welfare as possible, and President Biden 
should sign those requirements into law immediately.
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