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Most conservatives believe that the 1996 welfare reform law and the creation of the Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant in particular reduced poverty.  For example, 

Scott Winship of the Manhattan Institute boldly claimed, “Welfare Reform Reduced Poverty and 

No One Can Contest It.”
2
  Despite his confidence, Winship and others who claim TANF reduced 

poverty make a number of conceptual and analytical mistakes.  A more comprehensive 

assessment suggests that TANF had little impact on the poverty rate, but increased the depth of 

poverty for our nation’s neediest families.  Understanding this point is important, because many 

conservatives, most notably Speaker Ryan, see TANF as a model for reforming other safety net 

programs.
3
 

 

The best way to evaluate the impact of any program or policy is through a rigorous evaluation.  

Unfortunately, the 1996 law replaced an evidence-based welfare reform approach, with TANF – 

a blank check with virtually no meaningful accountability.  In the decade preceding TANF, states 

were encouraged to conduct welfare reform experiments through waivers of AFDC’s rigid rules 

(and, to a lesser extent, food stamp and Medicaid rules due to their more limited waiver 

authorities).  The approval of waivers was contingent on rigorous evaluation and cost neutrality.  

By August 1996, 43 states had received welfare waivers from the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services (HHS).
4
  This process relied on an approach that would provide a real 

counterfactual using the “gold standard” of evaluation – random assignment.  The findings from 

random assignment experiments are considered credible, because the experimental and control 

groups are alike and subject to the same external conditions, with the only difference being the 

intervention itself.  Thus, any difference in outcomes between the groups can be attributed to the 

intervention – welfare reform – itself.  As a result, it would be possible to know whether state 

reforms actually reduced poverty. 
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The Problem with Conservative “Analyses” of Welfare Reform 

 

Under TANF, there is no requirement to evaluate the impact of state policy changes, so assessing 

its impact on poverty is more challenging.  Nevertheless, it is clear the claims by conservatives 

that TANF reduced poverty are based on weak empirical methods and a failure to pay attention 

to how it has been implemented.  This critique uses Winship’s article as an example to highlight 

these mistakes, but he is by no means alone among conservatives – he just issued a challenge and 

I am happy to accept it. 

 

Mistake #1: Faulty causal inference.  Instead of looking for a credible counterfactual, virtually 

all conservative claims of TANF’s putative success in reducing poverty rely on simplistic 

comparisons in poverty rates over time.  A pre-post assessment of “welfare reform” is an 

extremely weak approach to establishing causality.  Obviously, there are many other economic, 

demographic, and policy-related changes that influence poverty rates.  In particular, TANF was 

enacted in the midst of a period of strong economic growth and increased aid to the working 

poor, most notably expansions in the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), child care subsidies, 

and Medicaid and related health care coverage.  And, states were already experimenting with 

“welfare reform” through waivers; they didn’t need the 1996 law to test new welfare policies.  

While some conservatives acknowledge that these factors may have had an influence, few try to 

disentangle the relative importance of each and are happy to leave the impression that reductions 

in poverty rates were caused by TANF.
5
    

 

Mistake #2: Ignoring rigorous research.  Researchers at RAND prepared a comprehensive 

synthesis of the impact of dozens of state welfare reform programs on welfare caseloads, child 

poverty, and a range of other outcomes.
6
  The random assignment evaluations they reviewed 

examined programs in the very period when caseloads and poverty fell rapidly nationally.  While 

most reform programs showed declines in welfare receipt, and some showed reductions in 

poverty, the magnitude of the impacts was considerably smaller than suggested by the simple 

trends in national data.  This is because the control group also benefitted from a strong economy 

and increased aid to the working poor.  With regard to mandatory work programs, the authors 

note, “With a few exceptions, most of the poverty impacts are insignificant and small in 
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magnitude.”
7
  The primary reason for the small impacts is that increases in earnings are often 

offset by reductions in welfare payments from various programs, even after taking into account 

the EITC.  So, on the one hand, we have rigorous evidence from random assignment evaluations 

(costing well over $100 million) suggesting modest impacts, at best, versus Winship and other 

conservatives looking at a trend line. 

 

Mistake #3: The wrong measure.  The main measure conservatives use to assess the impact of 

“welfare reform” is the poverty rate – either the official poverty rate or a more comprehensive 

measure such as the supplemental poverty measure, which incorporates tax payments, in-kind 

benefits, and work expenses.  Regardless of which measure they use, the poverty rate is not a 

good measure for assessing the impact of welfare reform on those receiving cash assistance, 

because the eligibility levels for cash aid are well below the poverty thresholds and poverty is 

measured based on annual income.
8
  TANF benefits range from about 10 percent to about 45 

percent of the federal poverty level.
9
  Most TANF families are poor whether they receive cash 

assistance or not – taking their benefits away won’t immediately change the poverty rate, but it 

will push them deeper in poverty.  A simple comparison of poverty rates would miss important 

distributional effects.  If a program lifted a small group of people out of poverty, but pushed a 

large number deeper into poverty, that would be important to know.
10

   

 

Mistake #4: The wrong time period.  In comparing changes in poverty rates over time, Winship 

notes, “The worst that can be said is that according to the official poverty measure, child poverty 

was about the same in 2012 as its 1993 peak, slightly higher than in 1996.”  For a program 

conservatives call an “unprecedented success,” why isn’t the child poverty rate much lower?  For 

this comparison, Winship uses 1993 as his base, even though the 1996 law wasn’t passed until 

August of that year, and TANF wasn’t implemented by most states until the start of 1997.  

Winship argues that “a majority of states were operating their welfare programs under federal 

waivers designed to encourage work and independence.”  Before TANF, there was real welfare 

reform, with strict accountability requirements.  As explained below, TANF is not welfare 

reform, just a flexible funding stream.  In particular, TANF added little to flexibility of states to 

test reforms to their cash welfare cases; indeed, most states simply continued their waiver-based 
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8
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9
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Welfare Overhaul, More Children in Deep Poverty,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, May 11, 2015, 
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policies under TANF.  These waivers and state welfare reforms form the baseline; states would 

have had this flexibility whether TANF was enacted or not.  The key question is not what did 

“welfare reform” do, but rather, what did TANF do relative to this baseline? 

 

Mistake #5: Confusing TANF with “welfare reform.”  TANF is not “welfare reform,” but a 

flexible funding stream that states can use for a wide variety of benefits and services.  In a 

nutshell, the enactment of TANF set in motion changes that would: (1) initially provide a large 

windfall of federal funds for states, but also put in place a funding structure that in the longer-

term would provide insufficient resources due to inflation and demographic changes; (2) give 

states excessive flexibility to convert TANF (over time) to a giant slush fund with minimal 

reporting and accountability provisions, including the ability to use federal funds to simply 

supplant existing state expenditures; and (3) give states excessive flexibility to avoid or evade 

virtually all of the federal requirements in the law, most notably work requirements.  In short, 

conservatives (along with President Bill Clinton) gutted real welfare reform and replaced it with 

a blank check to states with no meaningful accountability provisions. 

 

Mistake #6: Failing to provide a causal connection.  If one believes TANF reduced poverty, 

what is the plausible causal mechanism?  States already had flexibility with cash assistance and 

TANF added little to this (except for removing the entitlement altogether) and work 

requirements were weakened as 20 to 30 states had a 0 percent target for the period between FY 

1998 and FY 2011.  And, other states have taken advantage of various loopholes created by 

conservatives themselves (see “TANF Work Requirements: An Epic Fail” in TANF is Broken!).  

This leaves the big increase in federal funding and jaw-boning as potential factors in the early 

years.  Over the long-term, all of the aforementioned problems have remained, but the initial 

windfall has disappeared and is now a large deficit (as inflation eroded the value of the block 

grant) and states have become far more adept at using TANF like a slush fund and in gaming its 

work requirements. 

 

An Alternative Assessment 
 

An alternative approach would be to compare caseload changes to changes in the number of 

families eligible to receive assistance.  The data on TANF families eligible for benefits is 

estimated using simulation models.  The estimates are produced by experts using survey and 

administrative data, with careful attention to reporting issues and program rules.  For TANF, the 

eligibility estimates come from the TRIM model, which has been used for over 40 years by 

administrations of both parties to calculate eligibility for TANF and other programs.
11

  Program 

administrative data can be used for the number of families receiving benefits. 

 

Table 1 shows the change in the average monthly number of families eligible for assistance 

compared to the average monthly number receiving assistance for selected years from 1996 
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 For more detail on the TRIM model, see: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant 

Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, Welfare Indicators and Risk Factors: Fourteenth Report to Congress, 

September 22, 2015, available at:  

https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/116161/FINAL%20Fourteenth%20Report%20-

%20FINAL%209%2022%2015.pdf; and, The Urban Institute, “TRIM3: Transfer Income Model, Version 3,” 

available at: http://trim.urban.org/T3Technical.php. 
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through 2012.  In 1996 (before TANF), about 5.6 million families were eligible to receive 

benefits, and about 4.4 million (79 percent) did so.  By 2012 the number eligible for TANF was 

higher (5.7 million), but the number receiving benefits had dropped over 50 percent to 1.9 

million (32 percent).  Using the conventional conservative pre-post method for assessing impact, 

a reasonable question is:  If TANF is such a success and if these families had really been 

“helped,” why are there more families with incomes below TANF’s eligibility thresholds?  (It is 

true that the number of families with children grew by about 10 percent during this period, so 

one might expect a larger number of potentially eligible families, but TANF’s financial 

eligibility rules have become more restrictive over time, particularly since benefit levels and 

income eligibility limits have not kept pace with inflation.) 

 

Table 1: 

Number and Percentage of Eligible Families Participating in TANF 
(Average Monthly Data, Selected Years, 1996-2012) 

 

Year 
TANF 

Eligible 

(millions) 

Participating 

(millions) 

Eligible, Not 

Participating 

(millions) 

Participation Rate 

(%) 

1996 5.6 4.4 1.2 78.9 

2000 4.4 2.3 2.1 51.8 

2004 5.1 2.2 2.9 42.0 

2008 5.2 1.7 3.5 33.0 

2012 5.7 1.9 3.8 32.4 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, Welfare 

Indicators and Risk Factors: Fourteenth Report to Congress, September 22, 2015, available at:  

https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/116161/FINAL%20Fourteenth%20Report%20-%20FINAL%209%2022%2015.pdf. 

 

 

The more important statistic that can be derived from this table, however, is the increase in the 

number of families that were eligible to receive TANF, but that did not.  This number grew from 

1.2 million in 1996 to 3.8 million in 2012.  This is an increase of 2.6 million very poor families 

that were eligible for assistance but did not receive it.  For the affected families, this represents a 

loss in benefits of about $200 to $700 per month (the maximum grant for a family of three, 

depending on the state).  Most of these families were poor before being pushed off TANF (or 

“discouraged” from coming on it) and are poor afterwards.  The poverty rate would not pick this 

up, but certainly the fact that they are deeper in poverty should be a matter of concern.
12

 

 

Between 1996 and 2012, spending on cash assistance declined by over $21 billion, from $30.3 

billion to $9.1 billion (in 2013 dollars).
13

  It is true that total spending on means-tested programs 
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has increased since the 1996 law, but these increases have generally not helped the neediest 

families – those with incomes low enough to qualify for TANF cash assistance.  Robert Moffitt 

of Johns Hopkins University has documented a decades-long shift in spending on means-tested 

program away from the very poor (those with incomes below 50 percent of the federal poverty 

line) to those with incomes as much as 200 percent above the poverty line.
14

  He observes, “You 

would think that the government would offer the most support to those who have the lowest 

incomes and provide less help to those with higher incomes.  But that is not the case.”
15

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In assessing the impact of TANF and other safety net programs, distributional effects matter.  

With regard to the 1996 law, Harvard professor Christopher Jencks recently discussed the 

importance of distinguishing between “winners” and “losers”: 

 

People who were able to find work, either because they live in places where work was 

available, or because they were better qualified than the average welfare recipient, have 

done pretty well.  People who can’t find work are where they were before they had 

welfare at all.  That’s a big problem.  People have no means of support for themselves or 

their children.
16

 

 

Notably, in 2004, Jencks co-authored an article with Scott Winship that declared, “Welfare 

reform is now widely viewed as one of the greatest successes of contemporary social policy.”
17

  

He now acknowledges, “I was wrong.”
 18

 

 

It is now long past time for Scott Winship and other conservatives to admit they are wrong too, 

so that we can focus on real, common-sense conservative welfare reform.  Giving states a blank 

check and weakening work requirements, the TANF model, is not “welfare reform” and should 

not be a model for reforming other safety net programs.  In the words of Speaker Ryan:  “Those 

who protect the status quo must answer to the 46 million Americans living in poverty.”
19
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