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Executive Summary

Policymakers are considering increasing the use of work requirements in the Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP), and adding them to the Medicaid program. Those who support work 

requirements argue that they will increase labor force participation and bring people out 

of poverty.

Yet available evidence does not support these claims. Long-term program dependency is 

rare. Most people who participate in means-tested assistance programs only do so for short 

periods of time when unemployed or experiencing unexpected declines in income. Most 

participants in means-tested programs are already working but receive wages that don’t 

meet their living costs. Those who are not working are mostly contending with physical 

and mental health challenges or caregiving responsibilities that work requirements will not 

address. Work requirements programs are costly to administer and create an administrative 

burden for participants and government agencies. For these reasons, they rarely boost 

labor force participation.

Instead, research shows that work requirements reduce access to healthcare and  

health-promoting programs, keep eligible people from acquiring assistance, and drive  

people deeper into poverty.

In programs with work requirements, participants must document 
employment or other approved activity or else qualify for an exemption in 
order to receive assistance. Decades of research show that these policies 
do not move people off assistance and into self-sufficiency. Instead, work 
requirements harm health, keep eligible people from obtaining needed 
assistance, and drive people and families already struggling to make ends 
meet deeper into poverty.
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https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet
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Work Requirements Reduce Access to  

Benefits that Promote Health and Wellbeing

Social safety net programs like SNAP, Medicaid, and guaranteed income assistance  

programs are beneficial to people with low incomes.

 ■ Access to Medicaid has repeatedly and clearly been shown to be associated with 

improved health outcomes, including reducing premature death and fewer cases of 

maternal mortality among people with low incomes.

 ■ Meanwhile, recipients of assistance through guaranteed income programs have 

been shown to be healthier, present less depression and anxiety, and have notably 

enhanced wellbeing.

 ■ SNAP, which provides assistance to purchase food, reduces hunger and poverty  

and is linked to improved outcomes for education, health, economic security,  

and self-sufficiency. On the other hand, food insecurity—due to lack of SNAP 

benefits—is correlated with chronic health conditions among working-age adults.

Work requirements make it harder to join and to maintain coverage from assistance programs, 

while discouraging countless others from even trying to obtain assistance. The result is an 

exacerbation of physical, mental, and behavioral health problems that make it more difficult, 

not easier, to obtain or retain employment that is a condition of maintaining assistance.

When Arkansas experimented with implementing work requirements in its Medicaid  

program, studies found that work requirements were ineffective at increasing employment. 

Of the 18,000 recipients who lost coverage over seven months because they could not find 

stable work, report their hours, or navigate red tape to claim an exemption, 50% had serious 

problems paying medical debt, 56% delayed medical care, and 64% delayed medication due 

to cost. This is not a basis upon which to apply work requirements to Medicaid nationwide.

After Arkansas 
implemented work 
requirements... 50% had serious problems

paying medical debt

56% delayed medical care

64% delayed taking
medications due to cost

https://www.kff.org/medicaid/report/the-effects-of-medicaid-expansion-under-the-aca-updated-findings-from-a-literature-review/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/report/the-effects-of-medicaid-expansion-under-the-aca-updated-findings-from-a-literature-review/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/report/the-effects-of-medicaid-expansion-under-the-aca-updated-findings-from-a-literature-review/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11524-023-00723-0
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2021/03/snap-supports-health-and-boosts-the-economy.html
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/medicaid-work-requirement-would-limit-health-care-access-without-significantly
https://www.heritage.org/health-care-reform/commentary/work-requirements-medicaid-wont-work-heres-serious-alternative
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32897784/
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When work requirements were first introduced to TANF, a cash and social service assistance 

program for families with low incomes, in the 1990s, the participation rate among families 

below the poverty line declined sharply, suggesting that many families in need were unable 

to get assistance. Work requirements in SNAP have been shown to significantly reduce 

program participation, have no effect on employment, and reduce food security and 

household income. Furthermore, work requirements in SNAP and Medicaid have been  

shown to adversely affect participant income, since they reduce benefits more than they 

increase income.

Work Requirements Don’t Increase  

Labor Force Participation

Proponents of work requirements argue that they build self-sufficiency and lead to 

good, long-term jobs for recipients, eventually moving them off assistance and out of 

poverty. Research, however, presents a very different story. A review of the literature by the 

Congressional Budget Office across programs with work requirements shows that even when 

the requirements increase employment, they did so only in the short term, and some show 

no increase at all. Even when TANF work requirements increase employment in the short run, 

those effects decline over time and ultimately have little impact on long-term employment.  

A recent study of SNAP beneficiaries in Virginia with a very strong research design found 

results consistent with many prior studies: work requirements led to enrollment declines  

and loss of benefits and did not increase labor force participation.

Furthermore, most people in programs like TANF and SNAP who can work already do so, 

but often the work comes with low wages and no benefits, therefore necessitating the help 

of these programs. In most assistance programs evaluated, after five years in assistance 

programs, employment for those not subject to work requirements was the same as or higher 

than for recipients who were subject to them. Many who receive benefits while they aren’t 

working are between jobs.

Eight out of 10 nondisabled, nonelderly Medicaid recipients (i.e., those who are more 

likely to be able to work) either work or live in a family where someone is working. Almost 

two-thirds live in a family with a full-time worker, and 60% are working themselves. For 

SNAP, the numbers are similar. In a typical month of SNAP participation, most participants 

in households with working-age, nondisabled adults are employed, and about 74% work 

at some point within the year. For households with children, 75% have at least one adult 

working when they receive SNAP benefits, and 89% have an adult who has or will work  

within the year. More than 80% of SNAP working-age adult recipients are employed  

before or after receiving assistance.
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MORE THAN

80%
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receiving assistance.

https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44668.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/tanf-cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families-to-lessen
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/tanf-cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families-to-lessen
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28877
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-preparing-reinstatement-time-limit-abawds
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-preparing-reinstatement-time-limit-abawds
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2022-06/57702-Work-Requirements.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2022-06/57702-Work-Requirements.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2022-06/57702-Work-Requirements.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28877
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/95566/work-requirements-in-social-safety-net-programs_0.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/work-requirements-dont-cut-poverty-evidence-shows#finding1
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet#_ftn14
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet#_ftn14
https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2023/03/29/we-just-checked-and-medicaid-work-requirements-are-still-a-terrible-idea/
https://www.cbpp.org/most-snap-participants-and-households-work-4
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/most-working-age-snap-participants-work-but-often-in-unstable-jobs
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2020/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2020.pdf#page=299
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Red Tape Discourages Participation  

and Increases Costs

The administrative burdens of monitoring and enforcing work requirements are difficult  

on enrollees and program administrators alike. For example, TANF caseworkers must monitor 

and enforce work requirements by tracking every hour recipients spend on each work activity 

each month. Work requirements increase the financial burden on states through additional 

administrative costs of monitoring and enforcing work requirements and by repeatedly  

disenrolling and reenrolling individuals in the program.

As a result, work requirements often raise the costs of administering assistance programs 

instead of lowering them. The red tape and bureaucracy impacts participants as well.  

Work requirements do not improve economic self-sufficiency and in fact reduce benefits 

paid to participants. There is, however, strong data showing that Medicaid and SNAP can 

increase health and social outcomes later in life.

Many studies find that the red tape is often prohibitive and strips people of vital benefits. 

One 2021 study found that work requirements in SNAP increased program exits of eligible 

people already receiving benefits by 23% while also discouraging many others from applying, 

and program participation among eligible adults fell by 53%. While work requirements may 

sometimes save taxpayers money, those savings are often achieved through denying benefits 

to otherwise eligible recipients, further embedding them into a lifetime of poverty, resulting 

in other societal costs.

https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/evidence-effects-work-requirements-safety-net-programmes
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98425/what_research_tells_us_about_work_requirements_21.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28877
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Barriers to Employment not Addressed  

by Work Requirements

Many participants in social safety net programs who do not work face significant barriers 

to employment. For example, nearly 76% of Medicaid enrollees face significant challenges 

to finding and keeping a job. Some have a health limitation or live with someone who does; 

some do not have a high school degree; while others lack internet access or transportation 

to get to work. In New York City’s safety net programs, most recipients with significant 

barriers to work (two-thirds of enrollees) never found work, despite being engaged in work 

training and placement programs. The vast majority remained poor, and many became 

poorer. In some programs, the share of families living in deep poverty increased as recipients 

subject to work requirements no longer qualified for assistance they required to meet their 

basic needs. Recipients subject to work requirements were more likely to be employed in the 

first two years in such programs, but their earnings were still not enough to lift them out of 

poverty, as gains in employment wages were frequently offset by reductions in cash benefits.

Work requirements also most adversely affect populations of color, who face the 

greatest barriers to employment. Many systemic barriers are rooted in structural racism, 

disproportionately affecting people of color, particularly Black people. Black job seekers 

who seek assistance through TANF face discrimination in employment practices that make 

it harder for them to find and keep jobs. As a result, Black people find it harder to get hired, 

have less stability at work, and are often penalized for being unable to find long-term, better-

paying jobs. Furthermore, TANF’s work requirements policies tend to be more restrictive and 

less generous in states where Black people make up a larger share of the population. For 

example, one study found that states where a higher share of the population is Black have 

more restrictive policies regarding non-compliance with work requirements in TANF. Other 

research shows Black people face a greater likelihood of being sanctioned for not working 

and are affected by biases in caseworker decision-making. 

Black people face  
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Nearly 76%of Medicaid enrollees face significant challenges  
to finding and keeping a job. These challenges include:

 ■ household health limitations 

 ■ no high school diploma

 ■ lack of internet access or transportation

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98425/what_research_tells_us_about_work_requirements_21.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/work-requirements-dont-cut-poverty-evidence-shows#finding3
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/work-requirements-dont-cut-poverty-evidence-shows#finding5
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/poverty-results-structural-barriers-not-personal-choices-safety-net-programs-should-reflect-fact
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/95566/work-requirements-in-social-safety-net-programs.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/95566/work-requirements-in-social-safety-net-programs.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/identifying-racial-and-ethnic-disparities-human-services-conceptual-framework-and
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/identifying-racial-and-ethnic-disparities-human-services-conceptual-framework-and
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/identifying-racial-and-ethnic-disparities-human-services-conceptual-framework-and
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98425/what_research_tells_us_about_work_requirements_21.pdf
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Policy Alternatives

Work requirements do not lift people out of poverty, yet there is evidence that supports 

alternative programs and strategies to help people get the assistance—whether health, 

financial, or otherwise—that they need. Here are some ideas for the U.S. federal government 

to consider:

 ■ Support employment and training programs. Job search assistance and  

subsidized employment have been shown to help people get and keep work,  

as has subsidized childcare.

 ■ Provide cash assistance. Numerous studies demonstrate that unconditional  

cash assistance is a more effective tool than work requirements for increasing  

work participation and lifting people out of poverty. Unconditional cash assistance 

often makes it possible for recipients to find full-time employment voluntarily.  

The increased labor force participation of single mothers with increased average 

benefits under the Child Tax Credit was attributed to the ability to afford quality 

childcare with the extra assistance received. The Child Tax Credit was found to 

significantly reduce child poverty with no evidence of a negative employment effect.  

A study of a guaranteed income pilot in California showed that people continued  

to work when provided with unconditional cash assistance.

 ■ Increase access to affordable childcare, which benefits working parents and 

contributes to long-term child health and development.

 ■ Increase the federal minimum wage and close the pay gap between men and 

women and across racial groups and geographies.

The evidence is clear. Work requirements don’t increase employment; they instead function 

to take away much-needed economic assistance and healthcare from participants with low 

incomes, plunging many into deeper poverty.
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https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2022-06/57702-Work-Requirements.pdf
https://www.evidenceforaction.org/grant/volatility-agency-and-health-city-led-guaranteed-income-experiment
https://www.niskanencenter.org/new-research-finds-the-child-tax-credit-promotes-work/
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/news-internal/2022/child-tax-credit-research-roundup-one-year-on
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11524-023-00723-0
www.rwjf.org

