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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 :

A GROWING NUMBER OF ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ARE  
DRAINING FUNDS FROM PROGRAMS DESIGNED FOR THE  

TRULY NEEDY, WHICH IS BUSTING BUDGETS AND  
HARMING TAXPAYERS. CONGRESS CAN ADDRESS  

THESE ISSUES BY PASSING UNIVERSAL WORK 
REQUIREMENTS FOR WELFARE PROGRAMS. 

FEDERAL WELFARE PROGRAMS WERE DEVELOPED  
TO HELP THE TRULY NEEDY, BUT NOW AT LEAST  

35 MILLION ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ARE ENROLLED  
IN THESE PROGRAMS AND NOT WORKING. 

ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ARE SIPHONING 
 UPWARDS OF $400 BILLION AWAY FROM  

THE TRULY NEEDY AND TAXPAYERS. 

MOVING ABLE-BODIED ADULTS FROM WELFARE  
TO WORK COULD FILL THE NEARLY 10 MILLION  

JOB OPENINGS AND BOOST THE ECONOMY. 

TO RESTORE PROGRAM INTEGRITY AND 
ENCOURAGE WORK, CONGRESS SHOULD  
PASS UNIVERSAL WORK REQUIREMENTS. 
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Overview   
Government programs like Medicaid and food stamps were created in the 1960s to help the truly 
needy.1-2 The programs were meant to ensure that people with disabilities who were unable to 
work, pregnant mothers, and people temporarily out of work because of an economic downturn 
would have a safety net. But now at least 35 million able-bodied adults are not working and instead 
enrolling in welfare programs.3 These individuals are siphoning resources from the truly needy 
while burdening taxpayers and putting stress on the budget, leading to massive deficits. 

Congress should address this problem by implementing universal work requirements for these 
programs and all other federal welfare programs. Work requirements would help protect program 
integrity and ensure resources are available for the truly needy. In addition, they would save billions 
of dollars and help balance the budget all while boosting the economy by growing the workforce.

  

CONGRESS SHOULD ADDRESS THIS PROBLEM BY 
IMPLEMENTING UNIVERSAL WORK REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THESE PROGRAMS AND ALL OTHER  
FEDERAL WELFARE PROGRAMS.

 
To be the most beneficial, work requirements should be applied broadly with few exemptions, covering 
all federal welfare programs. They should apply to all able-bodied adults aged 18 to 64, requiring 20 
hours of work, training, or volunteering each week. 

Able-bodied adults are draining funds from the truly 
needy, costing taxpayers billions 
Medicaid has grown from a program with 35 million enrollees at the turn of the century to more 
than 100 million today.4 The program’s growth was especially steep during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
increasing an astonishing 33 percent.5 Of the 100 million people enrolled in Medicaid, 40 million 
are able-bodied adults and none of them are subjected to work requirements.6 

Likewise, food stamps have increased from roughly 17 million enrollees in 2000 to nearly 43 million 
at the beginning of 2023.7-8 Before the pandemic, nearly 36 million individuals were enrolled in 
food stamps, meaning there has been close to a 20 percent increase in enrollment in just three 
years.9 More than 18 million of these individuals are able-bodied adults.10 

YEAR MEDICAID ENROLLMENT FOOD STAMPS

2000 35 MILLION 17 MILLION

2019 74 MILLION 36 MILLION

2023 100 MILLION 43 MILLION

WELFARE GROWTH OVER TIME
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Much of the growth in these programs is the result of ObamaCare expansion of Medicaid and 
COVID-19 policies.11 During the pandemic, Congress handcuffed states by preventing them from 
removing even ineligible enrollees from Medicaid.12 Congress also paused work requirements 
for able-bodied adults without dependents enrolled in food stamps.13 While states were still 
allowed to require certain individuals to enter employment and training programs, most states 
failed to do so.14 

The growth in enrollment of these programs during the pandemic shows what happens when the 
standards for enrollment are dropped. It weakens program integrity and siphons resources from 
those in true need, the very people the programs were originally designed to help. Sadly, it also 
traps people in government dependency, disincentivizing them from finding work and taking the 
first step on the pathway to financial self-sufficiency. 

 
 

The growth in enrollment of these programs 
during the pandemic shows what happens when 

the standards for enrollment are dropped. It 
weakens program integrity and siphons resources 

from those in true need, the very people the 
programs were originally designed to help.

The amount of taxpayer money that is spent on able-bodied adults in welfare programs is 
astounding. Medicaid alone spends upwards of $348 billion on able-bodied adults annually.15 
Food stamps for able-bodied adults cost taxpayers upwards of $55 billion annually.16 This is 
only made worse by the Biden administration’s legally questionable moves to reevaluate the 
Thrifty Food Plan and boost emergency allotments during the pandemic.17-19 The changes to the 
Thrifty Food Plan alone will increase program costs by up to $250 billion over the next decade.20 
These expenses both increase the burden on taxpayers and contribute to the budget deficit, 
increasing the national debt.  

Fewer workers means jobs are left unfilled, limiting 
economic growth 
In addition to harming the truly needy and taxpayers, able-bodied adults collecting welfare checks 
affect the overall economy. This can be seen in the slow growth the country is experiencing.21 
Much of this can be attributed to a shortage of workers. 

The workforce participation rate is still not back to pre-pandemic levels. The economy is missing 
nearly two million jobs from just prior to COVID-19 infecting the country.22 This number balloons 
to more than 10 million missing workers when compared to the workforce as late as January 
2008.23 
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Despite wages rising faster than they have in more than 
two decades, there continue to be nearly 10 million job 
openings.24-25 This is nearly twice the number of people 
who are not working but are searching for a job.26 These 
openings are across all different industries and are open to 
everyone.27 More than two-thirds of the openings require 
a high school diploma or less and more than 85 percent 
require no experience at all.28 

This lack of workers drives up wages, which drives up the 
cost of goods and services and contributes to inflation. It 
is also keeping the economy from running at full speed. To 
reinvigorate the economy, policymakers must incentivize 
work, not welfare. 

Part of the problem is that most able-bodied adults 
enrolled in welfare do not work. A nationwide study of able-
bodied adult ObamaCare expansion enrollees in Medicaid 
showed that 55 percent did not work at all.29 Worse still, 
nearly 75 percent of prime working-age able-bodied adults 
collecting food stamps reported no work.30 Less than three 
percent of these individuals reported working full time.31 

Not every person who would fall under broad work requirements would go on to accept a job. 
Some would enter training programs, others would volunteer or enter school, and still others may 
forgo welfare altogether. But conservatively estimating that 10 million able-bodied adults, less 
than a third of the total population, would be incentivized to join the workforce would have huge 
implications. This simple move would boost the economy by more than an estimated $370 
billion, increasing real GDP by 1.8 percentage points.34 Policymakers should be aggressive 
with broad work requirements, because real changes get real results. More importantly, these 
individuals would escape the dependency trap and create better opportunities for themselves. 

Rejoining the workforce, or entering for the first time, would not only boost the entire economy, 
but it would also benefit those who leave behind the dependency of welfare for the promise 
of work. When food stamp work requirements were implemented at the state level, returning 
workers saw their incomes double within a year and triple within two years.35 Their higher incomes 
more than made up for lost welfare benefits, meaning they were better off financially, benefiting 
themselves and their families.36  

Universal work requirements would both save taxpayers 
billions and provide a needed boost to the economy
To be most beneficial, universal work requirements should be broad with minimal exemptions 
and cover able-bodied adults aged 18 to 64, while excluding those with dependents under one 
year old. They should require 20 hours of work, training, or volunteering each week. While much 
of the focus is on how this policy would affect costly programs like Medicaid and food stamps, 
these requirements should apply broadly to all welfare programs. 

PART OF THE  
PROBLEM IS  
THAT MOST  

ABLE-BODIED  
ADULTS ENROLLED  

IN WELFARE  
DO NOT WORK.
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Universal work requirements would encourage work and training. These requirements incentivize 
individuals to better themselves and transition from dependency to work and self-reliance. This 
policy also has a proven track record. States that have implemented work requirements have 
proven the success of the policy.37-39 

This would also help stabilize welfare programs so that they remain available for the truly needy 
without busting budgets. Smaller or narrower requirements would result in smaller savings, 
whereas wide-ranging requirements would result in maximum savings. 

SMALLER OR NARROWER REQUIREMENTS WOULD 
RESULT IN SMALLER SAVINGS, WHEREAS  
WIDE-RANGING REQUIREMENTS WOULD  

RESULT IN MAXIMUM SAVINGS.

 
For example, if work requirements were implemented for childless Medicaid enrollees aged 18 to 
49, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimated it would save $135 billion over 10 years at 
the federal level.40 Expanding the requirements to individuals aged up to 64 and exempting only 
those with young children would result in $282 billion in savings.41-44 

Likewise, updating a CBO estimate of savings by implementing work requirements in the food 
stamps program would result in up to $20 billion in savings over a 10-year period.45 Whereas 
stronger work requirements in a U.S. Department of Agriculture estimate would result in savings 
of $65 billion.46 

Workers are the driving force behind the country’s economy. Work requirements would help 
ensure that workers are available to fill job openings and keep the economy humming. 

BASELINE  
WORK REQUIREMENTS

BROAD  
WORK REQUIREMENTS

MEDICAID $135 BILLION $282 BILLION

FOOD 
STAMPS $20 BILLION $65 BILLION

TOTAL $155 BILLION $347 BILLION

FEDERAL SAVINGS BY IMPLEMENTING WORK REQUIREMENTS  
To provide maximum savings, Congress must go broad
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There are job openings in every state and every sector of the economy.47-48 Most do not require 
a college degree or any special training.49 Work requirements would incentivize individuals to 
escape the dependency trap and fill these openings. If even a third of the non-working, able-
bodied adults enrolled in welfare entered the workforce, they could fill all current job openings.50

Congress has the opportunity to protect the truly 
needy and jumpstart the economy
These benefits give Congress every reason to pass broad work requirements in welfare programs 
without Swiss cheese-like exemptions. 

THESE BENEFITS GIVE CONGRESS EVERY REASON  
TO PASS BROAD WORK REQUIREMENTS IN  

WELFARE PROGRAMS WITHOUT SWISS  
CHEESE-LIKE EXEMPTIONS. 

The food stamps program allows states to waive existing work requirements for areas with 
unemployment rates above 10 percent or otherwise lack job opportunities.51 However, many 
states gerrymander areas and use other gimmicks to waive work requirements across the state, 
even during periods of strong economic growth.52 

Congress should restrict waiver usage so states do not abuse it as they have with food stamp waivers 
in the past.53 Any work requirement reform should also remove no-good-cause exemptions.54 A 
strong work requirement is no good if an exemption is able to swallow the rule. 

Members of Congress who introduce and vote for work can take credit for putting millions of 
people and their families on the path to financial stability, protecting taxpayers, ensuring program 
stability for the truly needy, and revitalizing the economy. 

Rarely does Congress have the opportunity to do so much through one reform. Work requirements 
would incentivize individuals to reach for the American Dream while helping to balance the 
budget. This commonsense reform should be a no-brainer and gain bipartisan support, just as it 
did a generation ago.55

 

Members of Congress who introduce and vote for 
work can take credit for putting millions of people 
and their families on the path to financial stability, 

protecting taxpayers, ensuring program stability for 
the truly needy, and revitalizing the economy. 
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THE BOTTOM LINE: A growing number of able-bodied 
adults are draining funds from programs designed for 
the truly needy, which is busting budgets and harming 
taxpayers. Congress can address these issues by passing 
universal work requirements for welfare programs. 
Congress has every reason to pass universal work requirements that apply broadly with few 
exemptions. This was uncontroversial just a generation ago when bipartisan reform was passed.56 
This reform was successful in dropping the number of people on welfare, moving them to work 
and raising their incomes.57 Congress again has the opportunity to help millions of people while 
saving taxpayers billions of dollars, it should not delay. 

Able-bodied adults who sign up for welfare and do not work are costing taxpayers billions of 
dollars and taking resources from the truly needy. The dependency trap this creates also prevents 
them from bettering themselves by taking the first step to self-sufficiency by accepting a job or 
entering a training program. 

 

Able-bodied adults who sign up for welfare and do 
not work are costing taxpayers billions of dollars 

and taking resources from the truly needy.

Universal work requirements in federal welfare programs would reverse the incentives for 
able-bodied adults, encouraging the move from dependency to thriving on their own talents 
and abilities. After finding employment, individuals would be in a better position to provide for 
themselves and their families.58 

These work requirements would also ensure that resources are available for the truly needy 
without busting the budget and leading to greater deficits. Equally important, the economy would 
have the workers it needs to grow at its full potential. 

Work requirements should cover able-bodied adults without dependents under the age of one. 
Doing so would preserve resources for the truly needy, save billions of taxpayer dollars, grow the 
economy, and put people on the path to economic freedom. This would be a win for all involved. 
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