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One million children pushed into
poverty: That was the prediction of a widely
cited study on the likely e≠ect of welfare re-
form, released just before Congress passed
the landmark legislation in August 1996. The
“Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act” gave states unprecedented discretion in setting eligibility
standards, established more stringent work requirements for those
receiving federally funded benefits, and imposed a five-year lifetime
limit on federal benefits for most recipients. When President Clin-
ton signed the bill into law, in the middle of the presidential cam-
paign, several members of his administration resigned in protest.
Liberals, advocates for the poor, and poverty researchers were
nearly unanimous in their opposition. Even most conservatives,
with their talk of group homes and private charities, implicitly con-
ceded that the benefits of welfare reform lay in the long-run behav-
ioral changes that they expected it to produce. In the short run, all
agreed, things would have to get worse before they got better.

Fast-forward to 2002, when the welfare legislation was set to
expire. That year the welfare rolls were less than half their size in

1996. Female-headed families with children
were less likely to receive welfare benefits
than at any point in at least 40 years. The
magnitude of the change surpassed every-
one’s predictions. Even more remarkably,

however, the o∞cial poverty rate among female-headed families
with children—based on $14,500 for a woman with two children
in 2002—had fallen from 42 percent to 34 percent during this pe-
riod. At no time between 1959 (when the Census Bureau first
began tabulating such data) and 1996 had this figure dropped
below 40 percent. Welfare reform is now widely viewed as one
of the greatest successes of contemporary social policy. 

Nonetheless, social scientists who study anti-poverty policy
disagree about whether welfare reform really improved living
standards among female-headed families with children. Analyses
that we recently conducted shed new light on this question. Our
research leads us to conclude that welfare reform did not in-
crease material hardship among single mothers and their chil-
dren and may well have helped reduce it. That was because the
reform was part of a larger package of policy changes including a
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more generous Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), a higher mini-
mum wage, and expanded childcare subsidies. These policy
changes were politically dependent on one another. Congress
expanded the EITC in order to help single mothers make ends
meet when they took low-wage jobs, and it raised the minimum
wage within days of passing welfare reform for the same reason.
Likewise, the money that states saved by reducing their welfare
caseloads was often used to expand childcare subsidies. Taken
together, these changes constitute what we will call the “wel-
fare-reform package.” This was a major policy shift, which simul-
taneously imposed more stringent work requirements on single
mothers and provided more government assistance to those who
found low-wage jobs. 

Even so, the experience of the 1990s allows policymakers to
draw only limited inferences about future reforms. Although
welfare reform has succeeded in its current form, in our view leg-
islators should now leave it alone, rather than trying to fix what
is not broken.

Did Hardship among Single Mothers 
and Their Children Decline?
If official poverty rates among female-headed families with
children declined in the years following welfare reform, why
might social scientists question whether hardship declined? One
reason is that o∞cial poverty rates ignore noncash benefits such as
food stamps and Medicaid, the major healthcare program for low-
income families. In fact, unmarried female heads were less likely to
get food stamps and Medicaid in the late 1990s than in either the
1980s or the early 1990s, even though they often remained eligible.
(As we shall see, however, other federal and state programs to help
these families became more generous during the late 1990s.) 

Another reason for not taking changes in the o∞cial poverty
rate at face value is that poverty estimates are based solely on in-
come and family composition, and are not adjusted for work-re-
lated expenses. The social-policy reforms of the 1990s dramatically
increased the proportion of single mothers who worked. Working
usually increased these mothers’ income, but in most cases it also
increased their expenses for childcare, transportation, and clothes.
Greater participation in the formal labor market is also likely to
have reduced welfare recipients’ earnings from o≠-the-books jobs,
as well as the amount of financial help they got from family mem-
bers and boyfriends. One might therefore expect the shift from
welfare to regular employment to in-
crease unmarried mothers’ reported in-
come more than it increased their stan-
dard of living.

To get around the limitations of in-
come and poverty statistics, we exam-
ined changes in material hardship
among all families headed by a single
mother, using the Food Security Survey,
which the Census Bureau conducts
every year for the Department of Agri-
culture. This survey measures families’
ability to feed themselves adequately. It
asks about problems that range from rel-
atively common (having to “stretch” the
food supply) to the very rare (a child
went hungry for an entire day). 

Our analysis of nearly 50 such measures revealed that food
problems among single mothers and their children declined con-
sistently between 1995 and 2000, when the economy was ex-
panding. In April 1995, for instance, 57 percent of single mothers
reported having to stretch their food supply at some point dur-
ing the previous year because their monthly budget came up
short. By April 2001, this figure had fallen to 46 percent. The
share of single mothers reporting that a child was not eating
enough fell from 11 to 8 percent. In short, while insecurity among
mother-only families remained remarkably high in April 2001—
given that the national unemployment rate was only 4.5 percent
that month—the improvement since 1995 was sizable.

Also consistent with o∞cial poverty rates, most measures of
food problems increased as unemployment rose between 2000
and 2002. But these increases were almost always much smaller
than the declines between 1995 and 2000, so mother-only fami-
lies still reported significantly fewer problems at the end of 2002
than they had in 1995. O∞cial poverty statistics, then, appear to
predict recent trends in hardship among female-headed families
with children quite accurately.

Did the Welfare-Reform Package Reduce 
Hardship among Female-Headed Families?
The fact that hardship declined during the period in
which the federal welfare-reform package was being imple-
mented does not mean that the reforms were responsible for the
improvement. These were also years of sustained economic
growth. Unemployment fell from 1995 to 2000, and real wages
among the worst-paid workers rose. Some scholars think that
these changes fully account for the gains that mother-only fami-
lies experienced. Indeed, it is even conceivable that single moth-
ers and their children might have experienced even bigger de-
clines in poverty and hardship had welfare reform not pushed so
many unskilled recipients o≠ the rolls.

To distinguish the e≠ects of social-policy changes from the ef-
fects of the economic boom of the 1990s, we first examined
whether falling unemployment had had comparable e≠ects on
poverty rates among single mothers during earlier business cy-
cles. From the early 1960s to the mid 1990s, economic expansions
reduced poverty more among two-parent families than among
single-mother families, and recessions harmed two-parent 
families more. This pattern was widely (please turn to page 97)
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cited both as evidence that welfare was a poverty trap and as evi-
dence that it was a safety net. Both claims may be correct. It is
conceivable that during booms, single mothers did not benefit
from economic growth as much as they might have, but during
busts they were shielded from rising unemployment. At any rate,
this pattern is exactly the opposite of the one we observe during
the most recent business cycle, when single mothers gained more
than married couples during the boom and lost more during the
bust. The implication of this change is that, in the absence of the
welfare reform package, falling unemployment would have had
less impact on poverty among single mothers and their children
in the late 1990s.

The economic boom of the late 1990s was unusual, however, be-
cause the wages of America’s worst-paid workers rose faster than
prices for the first time in a generation. Real hourly wage rates
among the bottom 20 percent of workers rose about 11 percent
between 1995 and 2000. Mean family income among single moth-
ers in the bottom half of the earnings distribution for all single
mothers grew 16 percent during this period. Because single moth-
ers’ earnings are only one component of their family incomes, and

because not all single mothers work, we estimate that the growth
in wages for the worst-paid single mothers can account for only
one-fourth of the income gains their families experienced. The
di≠erence was largely attributable to increases in employment
and hours worked. Social-policy reforms, in conjunction with ris-
ing wages paid to low-skilled workers, strengthened single moth-
ers’ attachment to the labor force to a greater extent than in pre-
vious economic booms. 

Why Did the Sky Not Fall?
Predictions of widespread destitution turned out to be
wrong for three reasons. First, some of the law’s provisions were
not as severe as critics assumed. States were supposed to re-
quire a rising fraction of their caseloads to participate in work-
oriented activities, but any reduction in a state’s welfare rolls
below the 1995 level counted toward the required target. In
2002, 50 percent of welfare recipients were to be engaged in
work activities, but if a state’s caseload had fallen by 50 percent
since 1995—as was commonly the case—then the work require-
ment was fulfilled. The dramatic decline in welfare receipt
greatly eased pressure on states to force the least-able women
toward work. Another example is what happened with the
seemingly draconian five-year lifetime limit on welfare receipt,
which states were allowed to shorten even further. Many did so.
But states have considerable flexibility in determining who is
subject to time limits: they may exempt 20 percent of their case-
load from time limits on federal funding. Furthermore, time lim-
its may be waived in practice for the vast majority of recipients
assisted by state funds. As a result, states can substitute federal
and state funds as needed to retain longer-term recipients. (Of

course, not all states choose to take advantage of this option.)
Those who predicted disaster may also have underestimated

the magnitude of the increase in government support for low-in-
come workers. President Clinton’s talk of “ending welfare as we
know it” referred not just to negative incentives for single moth-
ers to avoid or exit welfare, but also to positive incentives to join
the workforce. The welfare-reform legislation included some of
these incentives, such as greater childcare spending and stricter
enforcement of child-support responsibilities. Expansion of the
EITC, the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP),
and a minimum-wage increase were enacted separately, but they
were still linked to welfare reform politically. 

The EITC, a tax credit that goes to working parents with low
earnings, is refundable, so it is essentially a cash benefit for those
with no income-tax liability. For a minimum-wage worker with
two children, the EITC has the same e≠ect as a 40 percent in-
crease in annual earnings. It is a bigger program in real terms
than welfare ever was. SCHIP provides health coverage to chil-
dren from low-income families who are not poor enough to qual-
ify for Medicaid. Because Medicaid eligibility also expanded over
the course of the late 1980s and 1990s, all children in families
with incomes less than 185 percent of the poverty line—roughly
$34,500 for a married couple with two children in 2003—are eli-

gible today for health coverage through Medicaid or SCHIP (al-
though many eligible children remain uninsured).

Because federal block grants to states were based on the size
of their caseloads prior to welfare reform, the dramatic decline in
welfare rolls also freed substantial sums that states could spend
on work supports. When combined with time limits and work
requirements, these policy changes made working advantageous
for more single mothers and enabled them to take advantage of
the 1990s boom. Without the work supports, welfare reform al-
most certainly would have hurt more mother-only families eco-
nomically than it helped.

Finally, welfare reform occurred in an environment in which
demand for low-skilled workers was quite strong. Had welfare
reform been implemented during a recession, recipients would
have faced pressure to leave the rolls, but few jobs would have
been available. Had it been implemented during the late 1980s,
when unskilled workers’ real wages were falling, minimum-wage
jobs would have been somewhat easier to find than they are now,
but surviving on what they paid would have been harder. In
some sense it was the interaction of welfare reform, expanded
work supports, and the economic boom that produced such un-
expected outcomes among female-headed families with children.

Where Do We Go from Here?
Despite the bipartisan consensus that welfare reform has
been a great success, Congress has yet to reauthorize the legisla-
tion, which expired in September 2002. As this is written in mid
September, hardly anyone expects congressional reauthorization
before the presidential election. Instead, Congress-watchers pre-
dict still another temporary extension. The political stalemate

It was the interaction of welfare reform, expanded work supports, and the 
economic boom that produced such unexpected outcomes.
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debate over same-sex matrimony, and in the other, debate over
whether marriage in general is waxing or waning. “I don’t think
marriage is in decline or going out of style or anything of the sort,”
says Whyte, “but it is less central. The
conservatives are quite right—it is
more of an option rather than an ab-
solute necessity.” As Dudley Rose puts
it, the marriage prerequisite “to co-
habit, to have children, to live coupled
lives, is no longer in place. People can
quite readily not be married.” If the so-
cial pressures to marry no longer exist,
why do couples still marry?

For Gomes, the answer is the same
regardless of which corner you’re in:
“Gay and lesbian couples are seeking
the same things that everyone else
is—stability, respectability, en-
durance, all of those qualities that we
associate with marriage. Therefore
the move for same-sex marriage is an
endorsement of marriage itself. I
would argue, quite to the contrary of
hysterical critics, that it’s probably the strongest endorsement of
the institution of marriage that I can think of in my lifetime.” In
fact, he adds, “with the exception of the biological production of

children, same-sex marriage does everything for marriage that
any marriage would do and more, because it’s so unexpected.”

Cott adds economic factors to the marital mix. Commentators
often view emotional and economic incentives on an historical
“seesaw,” she explains: in the past these incentives were eco-

nomic, but now they’re only emotional,
“and do we worry that the intimacy in-
centives are weaker or more fallible or
more fleeting than the economic?” In
Cott’s opinion, “They usually went to-
gether in the past, and they still go to-
gether in current times. It’s true that
people look more immediately for ro-
mantic and intimate bonds with some-
one now, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t
figure in the past.” Moreover, “our soci-
ety is full of economic benefits for peo-
ple who are married…. And, of course,
there’s all sorts of cultural reinforce-
ment for falling in love, for being part of
a couple, for going two by two in some
recognized way.”

Today’s wage-and-service economy
may have eliminated “the same sort of
economic compulsions to marry that

existed 200 years ago when people lived in farm families,” contin-
ues Cott, but there’s still “a strong consensus that living within a
household of more than one person is a more economically viable

THE FUTURE OF MARRIAGE           (continued from page 45)

Marriage, rather recently

considered a repressive regime

best overthrown or abandoned,

has somehow become a 

utopian territory where all good

things come to pass.

has almost nothing to do with disagreement about the impact of
the last round of reform. Instead, there is bitter disagreement
over the merits of adopting even tougher work requirements. 

The leading proposals before Congress would increase the
share of welfare recipients expected to work and require them to
work more hours. Given the absence of job growth since 2000,
this seems like the wrong time to toughen work requirements.
Furthermore, the most employable women have already left the
welfare rolls. Those who remain on the rolls tend to have low
skill levels, poor mental and physical health, sick children, or
other barriers to work. Finally, more welfare recipients will be
reaching their time limits. In future economic downturns, there
may be no safety net to speak of unless states are willing to take
on the responsibility.

Tougher work requirements will require greater spending on
work supports if policymakers are to avoid exacerbating hard-
ship among single mothers. In particular, legislators will need to
ensure that adequate funds are allocated for childcare. Adequate
federal funding for work supports is particularly important right
now, because states are no longer flush with cash, as they were in
the late 1990s. Indeed, a number of states have completely spent
down the reserves they built up then. 

In the long run, funding for work supports needs to keep
growing as it did in the 1990s. After all, even at the peak of the
economic boom, one-third of single mothers were still below the
o∞cial poverty line, even though nearly three out of four single
mothers worked at least part time. Expanding the EITC and
simplifying the application process for Medicaid and SCHIP
would be straightforward steps toward helping single mothers

and their children. Policymakers could also expand federal hous-
ing subsidies for female-headed families in which the mother
works by excluding, say, the first $200 a month of earnings when
calculating rents. Of course, making single motherhood more
economically attractive increases the risk that it will become
more common, but with work requirements and time limits,
welfare today is a far less attractive option than it was in earlier
decades. If policymakers wish to discourage single motherhood,
their best strategy is to extend work supports to poor two-par-
ent families. 

The last round of welfare reform shows that, contrary to the
fears of liberals, a policy that combines “sticks” with “carrots”
can simultaneously promote work and improve the living stan-
dards of single mothers and their children. But it did not teach us
much about what we should do about single mothers who can-
not find work. Nor do we yet know how mother-only families
will fare under this new regime if high unemployment persists.
The latest estimates show, for example, that the poverty rate for
single mothers increased more between 2002 and 2003, when un-
employment was high but flat, than between 2000 and 2002,
when unemployment was rising. Welfare reform was the prod-
uct of a compromise between Democrats and Republicans. It has
succeeded. This is not the time to unravel the compromise and
try an experiment of doubtful wisdom.     
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