
Jonathan Bain
Senior Research Fellow 

TheFGA.org/research/biden-administration-food-stamp-exemption-trapped-dependency

DECEMBER 8,  2023

THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION’S  
NEW FOOD STAMP WORK 

REQUIREMENT EXEMPTION IS

Keeping Able-Bodied Adults  
Trapped in Dependency



K E Y  F I N D I N G S

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

STATES SHOULD VERIFY CLAIMS OF HOMELESSNESS MADE BY 
THOSE SEEKING AN EXEMPTION FROM FOOD STAMP WORK 

REQUIREMENTS. 

THERE ARE MILLIONS OF OPEN JOBS ACROSS  
THE COUNTRY, BUT MOST ABLE-BODIED,  

CHILDLESS ADULTS ARE NOT WORKING AT ALL.

IN 2023, THE DEBT CEILING DEAL CREATED A  
NEW EXEMPTION TO FOOD STAMP WORK  

REQUIREMENTS FOR THOSE WHO ARE 
EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS. 

THIS NEW EXEMPTION KEEPS PEOPLE 
 TRAPPED IN DEPENDENCY.

THIS IS THE LATEST IN A LONG LINE OF GIMMICKS 
AND LOOPHOLES AIMED AT REDUCING THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF WORK REQUIREMENTS.  

WORK REQUIREMENTS HAVE A PROVEN  
TRACK RECORD OF SUCCESS. 
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Overview   
Today, there are more than 41 million food stamp enrollees nationwide.1 While there are nearly 
10 million open jobs that employers are desperate to fill, enrollment among able-bodied adults 
without dependents (ABAWDs) remains at near-record-high levels.2-3 Worse yet, most of these able-
bodied, childless adults are not working at all.4   

Federal law requires able-bodied adults on food stamps to work, train, or volunteer at least part 
time.5 But despite federal law mandating work requirements for able-bodied adults, states have a 
long history of using gimmicks and loopholes to game the system and bypass work requirements.6  

ENROLLMENT AMONG ABLE-BODIED ADULTS 
WITHOUT DEPENDENTS (ABAWDS) REMAINS  

AT NEAR-RECORD-HIGH LEVELS.

Even worse, the recent debt ceiling deal resulted in the latest scheme to exempt as many able-bodied 
adults from work requirements as possible. The debt ceiling deal created a new exemption to the 
food stamp work requirement for those experiencing homelessness. To prevent abuse, states should 
verify claims of homelessness made by enrollees seeking an exemption from the work requirement.  

The debt ceiling deal made major policy changes to 
the food stamp program, exempting those who are 
experiencing homelessness from the ABAWD work 
requirement 
According to federal law, able-bodied adults on food stamps are subject to work requirements 
to remain eligible for benefits.7 The general work requirement applies to all work registrants—
or able-bodied adults—and the ABAWD work requirement is specifically applied to able-bodied 
adults without dependents.8  

THE ABAWD WORK REQUIREMENT IS  
SPECIFICALLY APPLIED TO ABLE-BODIED  

ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS.

Under the ABAWD work requirement, able-bodied adults must work, train, or volunteer at least 
part time to qualify for benefits.9 Beginning in October 2023, this work requirement applies to 
able-bodied adults between the ages of 18 and 52—an increase in maximum age, which was  
a result of the debt ceiling negotiations.10-11 By 2025, ABAWDs under 55 will be subject to the  
work requirement.12 
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The debt ceiling negotiations paved the way for major policy changes to the food stamp 
program.13 While there were some positive changes to the food stamp program, these changes 
were overshadowed by new exemptions to work requirements.  

In exchange for a reduction in no-good-cause exemptions for states and expanding the maximum 
age at which able-bodied adults are subject to work requirements, the debt ceiling deal created a 
new exemption to the ABAWD work requirement for food stamp enrollees who are experiencing 
homelessness.14  

But the federal definition of “homeless individual” leaves much room for interpretation. For 
example, a food stamp enrollee may be considered homeless if they are residing in a temporary 
accommodation for 90 days.15 This could allow couch surfers or even people staying with a family 
member to be considered homeless.16  

Moreover, by allowing self-attestation, anyone may claim to be “homeless,” leaving the door 
wide open for those who are not homeless to take advantage of this loophole and avoid work 
requirements altogether. Accepting self-attested information invites fraud and makes it all too 
easy for people to skirt work requirements.17-18 States should verify with documentary evidence, 
instead of relying on the enrollee’s attestation.  

 

By allowing self-attestation, anyone may claim to 
be “homeless,” leaving the door wide open for those 

who are not homeless to take advantage of this 
loophole and avoid work requirements altogether.

States have a long history of using loopholes and 
gimmicks to bypass federal law   
For years, states have tried to game the system by using gimmicks and 
loopholes to allow as many able-bodied adults as possible to avoid work 
requirements.19 For example, some states gerrymander geographic areas 
together to make unemployment rates appear higher than they really are so 
that they may waive work requirements for the maximum number of able-
bodied adults.20 States also manipulate old data to gain approval for new work 
requirement waivers.21  

Worse yet, the Obama administration actively pressured states into waiving the 
work requirement to keep as many able-bodied adults trapped in dependency 
as possible.22 And the Biden administration is continuing that policy.23 

Federal law also allows states to exempt up to eight percent of ABAWDs from work requirements 
for any reason whatsoever, and any unused exemptions carry over from year to year.24-25 During 
the public health emergency, states amassed a stockpile of these exemptions while the ABAWD 
work requirement was suspended.26 This allows states to effectively keep the work requirement 
suspended, even though the federal suspension has been lifted.27-28 
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These gimmicks and loopholes are used to exempt as many able-bodied adults from the work 
requirement as possible. However, work requirements have proven to be an effective tool 
for breaking the cycle of dependency.

Work requirements have a proven track record of success 
Work requirements have long been an effective tool for aiding food stamp enrollees in the transition 
from welfare to work, and many states have seen great success after implementing them. 

ARKANSAS 
 � Enrollment among able-bodied, childless adults decreased by 

70 percent within two years.  

 � Upon leaving welfare and returning to the workforce, these 
Arkansans saw their incomes triple.  

 � Taxpayers saved $28 million per year.29  

FLORIDA
 � After implementing work requirements, the number of  

able-bodied adults without dependents receiving benefits fell 
by 94 percent.  

 � This resulted in Floridians returning to work in more than 1,100 
diverse industries.30  

MISSISSIPPI
 � Able-bodied, childless adult enrollment dropped by 72 percent 

within three years of reform.  

 � Mississippians found jobs in more than 700 unique industries, 
with their incomes eventually doubling within two years of 
moving from welfare to work.  

 � Taxpayers saved $93 million annually.31 
 

MISSOURI
 � Less than a year after work requirements took effect, the 

number of able-bodied adults without dependents on food 
stamps fell by 85 percent.  

 � Within three months, these Missourians saw their incomes 
increase by 70 percent—eventually doubling.32  
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Work requirements are a proven tool and can set able-bodied adults on the path toward self-
sufficiency. Evidence has shown that transitioning from welfare to work leads to increased incomes, 
more employment opportunities, and taxpayer savings.33 Unfortunately, this new exemption to 
work requirements makes it more difficult for those who qualify to get back on their feet and 
improve their situation.  

WORK REQUIREMENTS ARE A PROVEN TOOL AND  
CAN SET ABLE-BODIED ADULTS ON THE PATH  

TOWARD SELF-SUFFICIENCY.
 

THE BOTTOM LINE: States should verify claims of 
homelessness made by those seeking an exemption 
from food stamp work requirements.
While progress was made on the program integrity front during the debt ceiling negotiations, that 
progress was stalled by a new exemption to food stamp work requirements. Federal law makes 
it all too easy for able-bodied adults to claim to be “homeless,” compromising program integrity 
along the way.  

Work requirements work and have a long history of lifting able-bodied adults out of dependency. 
To combat this new exemption, state lawmakers must take matters into their own hands. By 
verifying that an applicant has resided in a shelter for at least 30 days, or that the applicant is on 
a public housing waiting list if no indoor shelter is available, states can ensure that those seeking 
exemptions are eligible. By verifying claims of homelessness, lawmakers can guarantee that work 
requirements are impacting as many lives as possible.

By verifying claims of homelessness, lawmakers  
can guarantee that work requirements are  

impacting as many lives as possible.
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