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have evolved considerably over the past thirty 
years, most notably with the repeal of cash en-
titlements from Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children (AFDC); the devolution of time-
limited, work-based cash assistance to the 
states via Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam-
ilies (TANF); and the expansion of in-kind, 
means-tested benefits for basic necessities 
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Americans with low incomes have historically 
relied on a multitude of strategies to make ends 
meet, stitching together resources from formal 
and informal work, kinship and friendship net-
works, charities and nonprofits, and the many 
state bureaucracies tasked with administering 
welfare programs (Edin and Lein 1997; Edin 
and Shaefer 2016). These welfare programs 
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such as food, medical care, and housing (Bruch 
et al. 2026, this issue; Tach and Edin 2017). 
While the federal government slashed cash en-
titlement programs during welfare reform in 
the 1990s, it also substantially expanded the 
supports available to low-income working fam-
ilies via the tax code, most notably through ex-
pansions to the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC) and the Child Tax Credit (CTC). These 
forms of tax-based support now far exceed 
TANF in their reach and anti-poverty impact. In 
this article, we ask how families experience and 
use this tax-based safety net, with a focus on 
the 2021 Expanded CTC—a policy of unprece-
dented scope enacted during the COVID-19 
pandemic. We draw on in-depth, longitudinal 
qualitative interviews to show how the unique 
design of the Expanded CTC shaped partici-
pant experiences and allocation of resources in 
line with the social policy goals of promoting 
financial stability, investments in children, so-
cial inclusion, and macroeconomic stabiliza-
tion.

Our findings show that participants viewed 
the Expanded CTC as a fair, flexible, and sup-
portive program that provided cash assistance 
based on the labor of parenting, regardless of 
income or employment status during an eco-
nomically challenging time. Its hybrid dis-
bursement schedule—combining monthly and 
lump-sum payments—allowed parents to expe-
rience financial relief by being able to support 
their family both month-to-month and with 
larger purchases at tax time, with the freedom 
of choice to meet their specific needs. Partici-
pants placed special emphasis on using the 
credit for expenditures on children that both 
supported basic needs and allowed them to feel 
special. Some participants recognized how 
their consumption enabled by the Expanded 
CTC contributed to stabilizing the broader 
economy. Additionally, delivery through a uni-
versal tax code removed administrative barriers 
that create a sense of stigma in other financial 
safety net programs in the United States. By 
looking at how participants experienced the 
program and spent their payments, we reveal 
how the Expanded CTC improved upon core 
social policy goals through its unique and un-
precedented design, which offers lessons for 
improving the US welfare state today.

Background
To contextualize the experiences of the Ex-
panded CTC recipients, we begin by reviewing 
key elements of US social welfare policy. We 
outline the central features of tax-based safety 
nets for context on how these programs oper-
ate, and describe the innovative departures de-
veloped in the 2021 Expanded Child Tax Credit.

Key Features of the US Welfare State
A central function of the social safety net is to 
provide economic stability—ensuring access 
to basic necessities and a minimum standard 
of living—through in-kind and cash transfers. 
In liberal welfare states such as the United 
States, social safety net programs aim to bal-
ance the goal of economic stability with the 
goal of self-sufficiency, with the expectation 
that individuals can eventually meet their basic 
needs without relying on public assistance 
(Esping-Andersen 1990). Safety net programs 
incentivize (and, sometimes, coerce) self-
sufficiency by conditioning public support on 
employment and by limiting the duration or 
amount of benefits (Blank 2002). There is much 
debate among policy analysts and policymak-
ers about the optimal design of social pro-
grams for meeting these economic stability 
and self-sufficiency goals, particularly around 
the form and frequency of benefit distribution. 
These debates have played out among the so-
cial programs administered through the tax 
system, which typically deliver transfers as 
cash. Advocates of refundable tax credits argue 
that cash transfers both enhance welfare by al-
lowing consumers the choice and freedom to 
meet their own specific needs and improve ef-
ficiency by reducing administrative oversight 
relative to in-kind transfers (Currie and Gah-
vari 2008); critics of refundable tax credits of-
ten point to paternalistic concerns that benefi-
ciaries of cash transfers might misuse the 
funds or reduce their labor supply (Currie and 
Gahvari 2008).

Cash transfers through the tax code also 
raise questions about the frequency of benefit 
distribution, as they typically come as a lump 
sum once per year when people file their taxes. 
This large infusion of income may serve as an 
opportunity for upward mobility (Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2015), but lump-sum payments 
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have also been criticized for doing little to help 
stabilize families’ monthly incomes, with some 
households experiencing material hardship 
and going into debt while waiting for their an-
nual tax refunds (Greenlee et al. 2021; Jones and 
Michelmore 2019; Tach and Sternberg Greene 
2014). Several small-scale experimental studies 
have found that periodic monthly payments 
through the tax code allowed recipients to pay 
down debt and cover unexpected expenses, ul-
timately leading to less financial and food in-
security (Andrade et al. 2019; Greenlee et al. 
2021; Kramer et al. 2019; Maag et al. 2021). As 
these examples show, benefit form (such as 
cash versus in-kind) and frequency are key as-
pects of social policy design with important im-
plications for households’ economic stability 
and security.

Social safety net policies also have longer-
run goals of enhancing self-sufficiency by 
boosting human capital and supporting child 
development. For adults, this involves provid-
ing subsidized education, childcare, or training 
programs to support employment in sectors 
that offer higher wages and greater stability 
(Danziger et al. 2013; Duncan et al. 2007). Cash 
and in-kind benefits may also be viewed as in-
vestments in the next generation, aiming to 
break the intergenerational cycle of poverty by 
supporting healthy child development and ac-
cess to opportunity (Chase-Lansdale and 
Brooks-Gunn 2014). A growing body of research 
has identified the intergenerational impacts of 
safety net policies, including the tax-based 
safety net. For example, as cohorts of children 
exposed to the EITC entered adulthood, re-
searchers found longer run gains in their col-
lege enrollment, employment rates, and earn-
ings in adulthood (Dahl and Lochner 2012; 
Evans and Garthwaite 2014; Barr et al. 2022; 
Bastian and Michelmore 2018; Manoli and 
Turner 2018). These wide-ranging and enduring 
positive effects underscore how tax policy has 
become a vehicle for promoting not only eco-
nomic stability but also social mobility (Chetty 
et al. 2011; McInnis et al. 2024).

In addition to its consequences for individ-
uals and households, the welfare state also 
serves an important macroeconomic stabili-
zation function. By mitigating the negative ef-

fects of macroeconomic shocks on household 
resources, social safety net programs allow 
households to maintain consumption during 
economic downturns (Bitler et al. 2017; Moffitt 
2013). This prevents substantial reductions in 
aggregate consumption and demand, thereby 
stabilizing the economy in the short run and 
fostering the conditions necessary for stable 
economic growth in the long run. In the US, 
such stabilization has often been tied to pro-
grams such as unemployment insurance and, 
during especially strong economic down-
turns, direct stimulus payments administered 
through the tax system (Baker et al. 2023). The 
effectiveness of other social safety net pro-
grams as automatic stabilizers is more con-
tested, particularly with respect to the balance 
between bolstering consumption and reducing 
work incentives (Moffitt 2013; Aizer et al. 2022); 
some scholars have argued that social safety 
net programs are not as effective as macroeco-
nomic stabilizers as they could be because ex-
tensive administrative burdens limit eligibility 
and delay payments (Dynan 2019).

More broadly, social policy plays a key role 
in conferring social citizenship and social in-
clusion by determining who has access to the 
resources and services that enable them to par-
ticipate fully in society (Katz 1986; Marshall 
1950; Skocpol 1992; Bruch et al. 2010; Haney 
1996; Lamont 2018; Sykes et al. 2015). The tax-
based safety net has programmatic features 
that may serve to promote social inclusion rel-
ative to traditional safety net programs, as de-
livery through the tax code connects beneficia-
ries to other taxpayers and separates them 
from the often stigmatizing encounters with 
other social assistance bureaucracies (Barnes 
et al. 2023; Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). Further-
more, the specific amount of economic redis-
tribution delivered via tax refunds may be less 
visible when it is commingled in a single tax 
refund with other tax credits, deductions, and 
refunds of one’s own tax overpayments (How-
ard 1997; Mettler 2011). Stigmatizing bureau-
cratic encounters may be further minimized 
when payments are sent automatically, as was 
the case for the monthly payments of the 2021 
Expanded CTC.

There are also important differences among 
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tax-based programs that have implications for 
social inclusion, however. For example, prior 
research has found that EITC receipt and credit 
levels are tied to earned income, and these as-
sociations reinforce longstanding notions of 
deservingness in American society and social 
policy associated with the virtue of work (Katz 
1986; Ellwood 1988; Lamont 2000; Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes et al. 2015). By con-
trast, Expanded CTC eligibility was defined 
more by universality than by targeting or con-
ditionality: more than 90 percent of US chil-
dren were eligible, ranging from those with 
zero earnings to very high earnings (more than 
$400,000 per year). Policy scholars have argued 
that universal policy structures may lead to less 
stigma than targeted and means-tested struc-
tures, with universal eligibility conferring basic 
rights of social citizenship to all and garnering 
wider political constituencies (Rainwater 1982; 
Skocpol 1992).

Recent trends in social policy reflect a grow-
ing emphasis on fiscalization—the use of tax 
policies and transfers to deliver public benefits 
(McCabe 2018; O’Brien 2017). Governments are 
increasingly using tax credits, deductions, and 
subsidies to promote behaviors and support 
populations in need, rather than relying solely 
on direct-spending programs. This approach to 
social policy aims to leverage the relative effi-
ciency and administrative simplicity of the tax 
system (Hacker 2002; Howard 1997). It is espe-
cially popular among nations with welfare pol-
icies that favor private-sector participation and 
personal choice and responsibility (Morel et al. 
2018; Prince 2001). Key examples of the growing 
fiscalization of social policy in the US include 
tax incentives for retirement savings, education 
expenses, childcare, and health-care costs. As 
the US shifts toward tax-based social policies, 
it is important to consider the implications for 
the functions of the welfare state described ear-
lier related to economic stability and self-
sufficiency, investments in children, social in-
clusion, and macroeconomic stabilization. The 
Expanded CTC had a distinctive and unprece-
dented structure—with near universal coverage 
of children and a hybrid disbursement sched-
ule combining monthly and lump-sum pay-
ments—that offers a unique window into how 

social policy design shapes experiences of the 
social safety net.

Evolution of the Tax-Based Safety Net
In line with broader trends toward fiscaliza-
tion, refundable tax credits like the EITC, en-
acted in 1975, and the CTC, enacted in 1997, 
have become important policy tools for reduc-
ing poverty and supporting low- to moderate-
income families in the United States. Figure 1 
charts annual federal expenditures on the 
EITC, CTC, AFDC, and TANF since 1990. Presi-
dent Bill Clinton’s welfare reform efforts in the 
1990s expanded the EITC significantly and au-
thorized the CTC, while eligibility for and gen-
erosity of traditional cash assistance (AFDC 
and TANF) declined. These policy changes were 
part of a broader shift to a work-based safety 
net (Blank 2002; DeParle 2004).

Since its enactment, the CTC has provided 
middle-class families with children with a tax 
credit of $400 per child. Initially, the credit was 
nonrefundable—meaning families with lim-
ited tax liability could not benefit from it; this 
exclusion affected most low-income families. 
Since then, benefit generosity and eligibility 
have expanded several times. In 2001, the CTC 
was supplemented with the refundable Addi-
tional Child Tax Credit (ACTC), and eligibility 
was extended to lower-income families with 
earned income. During the 2017 tax reforms, 
the program was expanded again, increasing 
the maximum credit and refundable amount, 
while also extending eligibility to higher-
income families (more than $400,000 for mar-
ried parents).

Although historically the CTC has received 
less public and scholarly attention than other 
social safety net programs, it entered the spot-
light during the COVID-19 pandemic as part of 
the American Rescue Plan. This 2021 Expanded 
CTC—the version of the CTC that is the focus 
of this article—was made fully refundable to 
low-income families, increased the maximum 
credit to $3,000–$3,600 per child (depending on 
child age), and made half of the credit available 
as monthly advance payments. The Expanded 
CTC was a safety net program of unprece-
dented scope in the United States, coming 
close to a nationwide child allowance: more 
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than 90 percent of children nationwide were 
eligible, including those in families with no 
earned income (Curran 2022). During 2021, 
more than 36 million households received the 
Expanded CTC, including more than 61 million 
children (United States Department of Treasury 
2021). In that year, the Expanded CTC lifted 3.7 
million children out of poverty and reduced the 
national poverty rate to a historic low of 5 per-
cent—30 percent lower than what it would have 
been without the expanded credit (Burns et al. 
2022; Creamer et al. 2022; Parolin et al. 2022).

While Congress allowed the Expanded CTC 
to expire after just one year, researchers have 
identified notable short-term impacts of the 
program expansion on household and family 
well-being. For example, two-thirds of families 
in a national survey in 2021 (and more than 80 
percent of those making less than $30,000 per 
year) reported that the Expanded CTC was im-
portant for meeting their regular monthly ex-
penses (Rachidi 2021). Families reported spend-
ing the transfers on basic household and child 
expenses—food was at the top of the list across 
states and income levels (Karpman et al. 2021; 
Moellman et al. 2024; Roll et al. 2021)—followed 
by bills, utilities, housing, clothing, and school 
costs (Michelmore and Pilkauskas 2023; Perez-

Lopez and Mayol-García 2021; Pilkauskas and 
Cooney 2021; Zippel 2021). The form of spend-
ing also appears to have evolved over the course 
of the year, with paying down debt more com-
mon in the early months and spending on 
household necessities and child-related ex-
penses more common in the later months 
(Fisher et al. 2024). There is some evidence that 
the Expanded CTC led to improvements in pa-
rental psychological well-being, measured by 
depressive and anxiety symptoms, although 
changes in these outcomes are smaller and 
more mixed than outcomes related to material 
hardship (Gennetian and Gassman-Pines 2024).

Policy Design and Innovation 
in the Expanded CTC
The pandemic-era Expanded CTC structure 
shares some broad features common to all tax-
based safety net programs as well as some 
unique features. First, eligibility requires claim-
ing dependent children on your tax return. This 
requirement is similar to those of previous 
years’ CTC conditions and is also necessary in 
other tax transfer programs, such as the EITC, 
to receive the greatest benefits. The Expanded 
CTC distributed at a higher rate per child to a 
majority of applicable households compared 

Figure 1. Annual Federal Spending on EITC, CTC, AFDC, and TANF, 1990–2022

Source: Authors’ tabulations of IRS SOI and HHS statistics. Values inflation adjusted to 2022 dollars. 
IRS Source of Income Data obtained from IRS Data Books by Year. HHS AFDC expenditure data ob-
tained from the AFDC Baseline Report. HHS TANF expenditure data obtained from annual TANF 
Financial Reports.
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to previous years. Figure 2 shows that the max-
imum amount in 2021 was $3,600 per child un-
der age six and $3,000 per child aged six to sev-
enteen. Like the previous CTC and current 
EITC, the Expanded CTC was also tied to 
household income. However, eligibility ex-
tended higher into the income distribution 
than other refundable tax credits, with an ini-
tial phaseout starting at $112,500 for heads of 
household ($150,000 for married couples) and 
a second phaseout starting at $200,000 
($400,000 for married couples), allowing for a 
much wider reach and more similar payments 
across low- and middle-income levels.

Some features of the 2021 Expanded CTC are 
significant departures from previous versions 
of the CTC. Prior to the pandemic, the CTC was 
only available to households with incomes of 
at least $2,500, and it was only partially refund-
able, which meant that households with little 
or no earnings typically did not receive a re-
fund. The Expanded CTC changed this provi-
sion and made the credit fully available and re-

fundable to households in which parents had 
less than $2,500 or even no earnings that year. 
As a result, far more low-income households 
were eligible for the refundable Expanded CTC 
in 2021 than had been eligible in previous years. 
These provisions of the pandemic-era Ex-
panded CTC meant that the tax credit was no 
longer tied to employment and earnings in the 
way previous versions of the CTC had been. 
Therefore, most Americans received the maxi-
mum benefit amount corresponding to the 
number and ages of their children, regardless 
of whether they had no earned income or were 
middle class.

Like other tax credits, the CTC is adminis-
tered through the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS); beneficiaries typically claim the credits 
when they file their taxes. In previous years, 
most people received the refundable CTC 
credit as a single lump-sum payment at tax 
time, similar to other refundable tax credits. As 
noted earlier, the lump-sum disbursement may 
serve as an opportunity for upward mobility, 

Figure 2. 2021 Expanded Child Tax Credit Schedule for One Qualifying Child, Filing as Head of 
Household

Source: Authors’ tabulations of IRS data (Internal Revenue Service 2021; Internal Revenue Service 
2022).
Note: Credit = CTC in 2020 and Expanded CTC in 2021.

$0
$0

$2
0,000

$4
0,000

$6
0,000

$8
0,000

$1
00,000

$1
20,000

$1
40,000

$1
60,000

$1
80,000

$2
00,000

$2
20,000

$2
40,000

$2
60,000

$500

$1,000

$1,500

$2,000

$2,500

$3,000

$3,500

$4,000

2021 Credit, Ages 0–5 years
2021 Credit, Ages 6–17

2021 Credit, Dependents 18+
2020 Credit, Ages 0–16

$3,600

$3,000

$2,000

$500



17 8 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

but it has also been criticized for doing little to 
help stabilize families’ monthly incomes. Peri-
odic or monthly payments have been proposed 
as alternative distribution schedules, and sev-
eral small-scale experiments found that peri-
odic monthly payments led to less financial 
and food insecurity (Andrade et al. 2019; Green-
lee et al. 2021; Kramer et al. 2019; Maag et al. 
2021). This periodic payment schedule was 
brought to scale with the authorization of the 
Expanded CTC in 2021. Families were automat-
ically issued half of their Expanded CTC in ad-
vance as periodic monthly payments from July 
to December (with a little-known option to opt 
out of the advance payments); they then re-
ceived the other half as a lump sum when they 
filed their taxes for 2021, typically between Feb-
ruary and June 2022. Thus, the Expanded CTC 
had a unique hybrid disbursement schedule 
with both periodic and lump-sum payments.

The Present Study and 
Rese arch Questions
In this article, we examine what the historic 
and temporary Expanded CTC—a tax transfer 
program of unprecedented scope and unique 
design enacted during the COVID-19 pan-
demic—meant for families qualitatively. We 
also consider what lessons it can teach about 
social policy design. In particular, we ask: How 
did families experience the 2021 Expanded 
CTC? How did they use the benefits? We orga-
nize our analysis of participants’ experiences 
of the program around the broader goals of so-
cial policy described earlier, including eco-
nomic stability and mobility, investments in 
children, social inclusion, and macroeconomic 
stabilization. This program had several distinc-
tive features that shed new light on these issues 

in the US, including its nearly universal cover-
age and hybrid disbursement schedule. We ex-
amine how these aspects shaped participants’ 
experiences and uses of the credit. This analy-
sis allows us to consider the qualitative experi-
ences of a significant and unique tax policy that 
holds important lessons for academics, policy-
makers, and the American public about the op-
timal design of social programs in the US.

Data and Methods
In this section, we describe the qualitative data 
that underpin our analysis and the method-
ological approach used to interpret families’ 
experiences with the Expanded CTC. We out-
line the composition of the sample, the timing 
of interviews, and the analytic strategy that 
guided our interpretation of the data.

Data and Respondents
This study draws on data from a qualitative 
study of the Expanded CTC conducted by lead 
author Erika Abbott in 2021–2022. Abbott re-
cruited twenty-nine Expanded CTC partici-
pants in 2021, and each respondent partici-
pated in one to four in-depth, semi-structured 
qualitative interviews during the twelve-month 
period starting in mid-June 2021, one month 
prior to the distribution of the first advance 
payment. Interviews therefore covered both the 
monthly advance and lump-sum Expanded 
CTC payments made at tax time. Figure 3 
shows the timing of the interviews relative to 
the timing of the Expanded CTC payments. 
Given the four-month window between Presi-
dent Joe Biden signing the bill to enact an Ex-
panded Child Tax Credit and the first check re-
ceived by millions of Americans, Abbott swiftly 
recruited participants through advertisements 

Figure 3. Child Tax Credit (CTC) Study Timeline and Payment Schedule

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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on Craigslist and Facebook from across the 
United States to maximize the heterogeneity of 
the sample. Interviews were primarily con-
ducted through Zoom.

Participants came from sixteen states, 
ranged in age from twenty-three to fifty-six, and 
had incomes for 2021 between $0 to $125,000. 
Most respondents received the Expanded CTC 
automatically because they had filed taxes re-
cently; three respondents did not receive the 
payments automatically—two had to wait for 
the payment as a lump sum with their taxes 
and one ended up not receiving it at all despite 
believing she was eligible. After verifying eligi-
bility and receipt of the Expanded CTC, par-
ticipants were interviewed quarterly, as sum-
marized in figure 3, with the first interview 
taking place in the summer, just prior to receipt 
of the first Expanded CTC payment; the second 
and third interviews taking place in the fall and 
winter following receipt of periodic Expanded 
CTC payments; and the fourth and final inter-
view taking place in the spring following re-
ceipt of the lump sum Expanded CTC payment 
at tax time. In all, Abbott conducted 104 inter-
views with 29 parents supporting a total of 50 
children. This included 29 first-round, 25 
second-round, 25 third-round, and 25 fourth-
round interviews.

Table 1 summarizes the key demographic 
and economic characteristics of the study sam-
ple, which was drawn to ensure representation 
across income, family structure, and racial-
ethnic identity among those eligible for the 
program. The range of earnings in the Ex-
panded CTC sample was wide, reflecting the 
Expanded CTC’s broad eligibility, and included 
households with both zero earnings and earn-
ings up to $125,000. About 25 percent of the 
sample earned less than $15,000 in 2021, and a 
similar proportion, about 25 percent of the 
sample, earned more than $75,000. In the fol-
lowing analyses, we define respondents earn-
ing less than $45,000 per year as low income 
(corresponding roughly to the eligibility 
threshold for the EITC with one qualifying 
child) and those making $45,001 per year or 
more as middle income. The respondents also 
reflected the racial-ethnic diversity of Ex-
panded CTC recipients, as indicated by about 
half of respondents reporting their race or eth-

nicity as White, about a quarter as Black, and 
the rest reporting as Asian, Hispanic or Latino, 
or multiracial. About 60 percent of the sample 
filed taxes as married and the rest as single 
heads of household. Respondents also had a 
wide range of labor market attachments: about 
28 percent not working, 34 percent working 
part time, and about 38 percent working full 
time at the time of the first interview.

Qualitative Analysis
Analysis of the qualitative data followed an ab-
ductive approach (Timmermans and Tavory 
2012). We created an initial set of analytic codes 
from prior theory and research that captured 
what respondents understood about the struc-
ture of the program, normative evaluations of 

Table 1. Child Tax Credit (CTC) Study Respondent 
Demographics

CTC Sample
(Percent)

Race-ethnicity
Black 24
White 62
Asian 3
Hispanic 10

Tax filing status
Married 59
Single 41

Mean number of children 1.76

Work status
Full time 38
Part time 34
Not working 28

Annual earnings at interview
Less than $15,000 10
$15,001–$30,000 14
$30,001–$45,000 17
$45,001–$75,000 24
$75,001– $90,000 17
More than $90,000 7

Not reported 10
Foreign born 7

N 29

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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the structure of the Expanded CTC and other 
social programs, how participants spent the re-
fund dollars, and meanings respondents gave 
to their refund expenditures. We applied these 
codes to the corpus of qualitative Expanded 
CTC data in a systematic fashion. Finally, we 
considered whether the qualitative perspec-
tives on policy design and uses of the tax credit 
varied by income level. We provide representa-
tive quotes from these analytic codes, along 
with contextual attributes of the respondents, 
to illustrate our findings regarding the respon-
dents’ experiences and uses of the Expanded 
CTC.

Results
We organize our discussion of the results 
around four themes to illustrate how respon-
dents’ experiences of the Expanded CTC relate 
to the broader goals of social policy: their un-
derstanding and normative assessment of the 
policy’s near-universal design, payment fre-
quency and uses of their payments for eco-
nomic stability and mobility, association of the 
policy with children and expenditures on them, 
and macroeconomic benefits of consumption 
enabled by the credit.

Universalism and Support for 
Caregivers and Children
A majority of the Expanded CTC recipients felt 
the near-universal coverage of the credit con-
ferred a sense of fairness because it was for all 
parents who were doing the same job of raising 
children, regardless of employment status or 
income. One low-income White single mother 
from New York explained that this made sense 
because “whether you’re working or not, you’re 
still supporting your child.” Another respon-
dent, a Black single woman from North Caro-
lina with no earnings in the last year, remarked, 
“I feel like it shouldn’t matter how much you 
make. I mean, if you’ve got kids, you should be 
able to get it regardless.” A middle-income 
White single mother from Washington argued 
that it was fair that everyone received the Ex-
panded CTC because “frankly, this is about en-
suring that small children are cared for and 
that families are covered.” The view that the Ex-
panded CTC was a fair way to support all care-
givers raising children was held by about two-

thirds of the Expanded CTC respondents and 
was shared by respondents across different em-
ployment statuses and income levels.

Some middle-income Expanded CTC re-
spondents also perceived the program to be fair 
because it was not means-tested and so was 
available to middle-income households like 
themselves. One middle-income White married 
respondent from Texas shared that “working 
class, like lower middle-class, they’re the ones 
that are really benefiting from that extra [Ex-
panded CTC] money because they fall in that 
gap between. I make too much to get services 
from the government, but I don’t make enough 
to survive really comfortably. So they’re in that 
zone and [the Expanded CTC] gets them out of 
that zone . . . and I think that’s important.” An-
other middle-income White married respon-
dent from Colorado explained, “It’s a little dif-
ferent because it seemed like anybody would 
get it. It wasn’t excluding people based on their 
income. Usually, we don’t qualify [for other 
safety net programs], and this is nice to actually 
qualify.” These quotes illustrate the middle-
income respondents’ perceptions of high mar-
ginal tax rates. They also contrast their experi-
ences with the Expanded CTC and with 
means-tested social programs that have bene-
fits cliffs, which can diminish their opportuni-
ties for upward mobility (Romich 2006).

A small handful of respondents voiced that 
the Expanded CTC was fair compensation for 
parenting in even stronger terms, alluding to it 
being earned or owed, especially because it did 
not punish higher income parents, as our 
middle-income respondent from Colorado put 
it. She explained that she was supporting her 
children like everyone else, and “you shouldn’t 
be punished for making more money. . . . Just 
because I live [in an expensive city], does not 
mean I should be punished for working or hav-
ing a better job than somebody else who 
doesn’t have those credentials. You know, I 
went to school. I earned it.” One low-income 
single Black mother from Maryland, shared, “If 
you got kids, to me you should be getting [the 
Expanded CTC]. There shouldn’t be anything 
saying, ‘They make too much money, or this 
person don’t have this.’ . . . No, give the people 
what they’re owed. These are their children. 
They are owed this.” Among these respondents, 
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the Expanded CTC was tied to their hard work 
raising children, which they viewed as work 
done by all parents regardless of income level; 
parents shouldn’t be punished for making too 
much money—they are still working hard to 
raise their children. These views of the credit 
framed as earned or owed were expressed by 
only a small handful of respondents, but this 
category is notable for its connection to prior 
research that finds this narrative is prevalent 
among those who received the EITC, which is 
conditioned on employment (Halpern-Meekin 
et al. 2015).

Although over two-thirds of the Expanded 
CTC respondents perceived the more universal 
structure of the Expanded CTC as fair, a small 
group (three of twelve) low-income respon-
dents felt that the lack of means testing in the 
credit was unfair, and it should be more tied to 
need. Those who expressed this view felt that 
higher-income households didn’t really need 
the money. For example, one low-income re-
spondent, a Black single mother from Florida, 
remarked how it was unfair that some of the 
middle-class families of her child’s friends re-
ceived the credit: “His friends’ moms are going 
to the gym at 10:00. They’re, like, the moms 
who work out. Good for you, ’cause I start work-
ing at 9:00, so our lives are different. Their 
stress level is different. I don’t think it’s fair for 
them to get the same tax credit. And some of 
them they’re married to pilots, their husbands 
are like a sailor of some ship. They married 
well.” While this small group of lower-income 
respondents felt the credit was not fair and 
pointed to their belief that higher-income 
households didn’t really need the funds, over 
half of the middle-income respondents felt that 
the credit was fair. One White low-income mar-
ried mother from Louisiana said, “For the in-
come, I’m fine leaving it [the eligibility income 
limit] there, because even though it’s pretty 
high, everybody goes through hard times.”

Getting Ahead, Getting By
The Expanded CTC payments were made avail-
able half as monthly advance payments and 
half as a lump sum at tax time. Similar to lump-
sum EITC payments (Halpern-Meekin et al. 
2015; Sykes et al. 2015), the lump-sum Expanded 
CTC payments received at tax time fueled mo-

bility dreams, paying down debts, and pur-
chases of larger-ticket items. Respondents did 
not usually differentiate where their lump-sum 
tax refunds came from, and considered all tax 
return sources—Expanded CTC, EITC, and oth-
ers—as a singular refund. Some respondents 
noticed that their refund was larger for 2021 
and assumed this was because of the Expanded 
CTC, although they did not do a precise ac-
counting of the sources of the increase. Some 
respondents received the Expanded CTC but 
were not eligible for the EITC, and they were 
certain that their refunds were from the Ex-
panded CTC since they had been receiving the 
monthly advance payments beforehand. But 
for the vast majority of respondents, the Ex-
panded CTC was lumped in with other tax 
transfers and used on bigger-ticket expenses 
and debts.

In contrast, monthly advance Expanded 
CTC payments were distinct, and viewed less 
as a means to get ahead and more as a means 
to get by. When asked what she would do with 
the first advance check from the Expanded 
CTC, a White middle-income married mother 
of two from Texas said, “Pay the rest of my rent 
for this month. I am expecting $750 [per month 
from the Expanded CTC]. I am really hoping 
they don’t mess it up. I’m really hoping it’s on 
time, because I do feel like if I don’t get that 
into my landlord, we’re in trouble. We already 
paid her $600, so giving her the rest is still 
short, because our rent is $1,490, but it’ll be al-
most the full amount, and I might be able to 
scrounge up the rest.” Many respondents 
shared this sense of being on a financial preci-
pice, as the first monthly refund check came 
through just-in-time. While many Expanded 
CTC respondents were initially uncertain about 
whether and how much they would receive, by 
the time of the second interview (several 
months later) they had started to view it as a 
reliable and steady source of income. At the 
same time, however, they knew that the future 
of the program was in flux over the course of 
the year and that it was not necessarily perma-
nent. During the study period, Biden wanted to 
extend the Expanded CTC, though it was un-
clear how the Senate would vote on the exten-
sion.

Both lower-income and middle-income Ex-
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panded CTC respondents recognized that the 
monthly payments helped them respond to un-
expected shocks to their finances and pre-
vented them from falling further into debt 
throughout the ensuing months. When de-
scribing how the monthly payments were 
spent, one low-income respondent, a White 
married mother from Louisiana, recalled, 
“Well, the first month, the money went toward 
paying off our credit card. And then the second 
month, we ended up having to get tires for our 
car. We spent a lot of it on tires. And then the 
third one was after the hurricane, and we used 
it to pay the credit card bill for renting the de-
humidifier. That’s what we spent it on so far.” 
When asked how she would get through these 
situations without the Expanded CTC, she said, 
simply, “Well, we will just have a lot of debt.”

For lower-income respondents in particular, 
this money was considered distinct, even when 
distributed monthly and in smaller increments 
than the lump-sum payment at tax time. One 
low-income single Black mother from Mary-
land explained, “If it’s coming in July, like they 
say it is, the 15th, I’m looking forward to around 
that time receiving something and being able 
to, like I said, use it and do what I need to do to 
get us a little bit further.” Once the payments 
started arriving, she used the money to pay for 
her daughter’s tuition at an online school. The 
previous year, during the pandemic, she had 
been unable to fully pay and had to ask her sis-
ter for help. “Honestly, my plan is to put some-
thing on my daughter’s tuition, because she is 
going to the same school again, so to put some-
thing on her tuition to help me out, [means] 
this time I have a little bit more of a game plan 
than last year.”

One aspect of the Expanded CTC that facili-
tated respondents’ use of the monthly pay-
ments was its automatic administration 
through the tax code—the lack of a compli-
cated sign-up, the default option of monthly 
payments, and the separation from traditional 
social services bureaucracies. For example, 
when a Black married woman, age thirty-eight, 
with one child was asked if she would enroll in 
the advance Expanded CTC payments again if 
she had to go and sign up for it, she said, “If I 
had to enroll, if I had to do any more steps than 
what I have to do this year, I will not. I will just 

wait for it to come in taxes.” Although respon-
dents generally appreciated the ease of the au-
tomatic payment structure, this respondent’s 
view was that added administrative burdens 
would cause her to actually forgo the advance 
payments—a view that was held only by other 
middle-income households who were not expe-
riencing economic precarity. Moreover, al-
though the automatic payment system eased 
administrative burdens for many, some did re-
port steep barriers to correcting issues when 
checks did not come as expected or if they at-
tempted to contact the IRS for other reasons.

Expenditures for Children: 
Necessities and “Treats”
The Expanded CTC respondents associated 
their payments strongly with their children. For 
example, a low-income married Black mother 
from Texas said, “I don’t care about what any-
body would think, but to myself . . . that’s my 
child’s money.” A middle-income married 
Asian father from Idaho reflected on how the 
payments associated with his children con-
ferred a special kind of status in his social cir-
cle: “I get $250 in my pocket because of my kids, 
and some of my friends who don’t have kids, 
kind of get jealous or whatever.” Like many 
other respondents, a low-income Black single 
mother from Maryland, shared, “I’m a firm be-
liever. Look, because [my daughter is] here and 
she gave me this tax credit, I’m definitely going 
to use it towards something towards her.” As 
these quotes reveal, Expanded CTC respon-
dents strongly associated receiving the credit 
because of their children, and as a result, they 
also had a strong belief that a meaningful por-
tion of the credit should be invested in them.

The Expanded CTC gave both lower-income 
and middle-income parents a chance to pro-
vide essentials for their children throughout 
the half-year of monthly payments, and they 
were seen as a way to stay on track with finan-
cial expectations related to children. A signifi-
cant share of the monthly payments was used 
on child-related expenses such as daycare, sum-
mer camp, school supplies, Halloween cos-
tumes, and Christmas presents. For Expanded 
CTC respondents, the timing of the periodic 
advance payments was significant, with pay-
ments beginning in the summer, just before 
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the start of the school year. When asked what 
she would do with the first check, one respon-
dent, a middle-income White married mother 
from New York said, “I plan to go to Walmart 
with my kids and my husband, and we’re gonna 
pick out some new clothes for September” 
when her children go back to school.

Additionally, like those who receive the EITC 
(Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes et al. 2015), 
parents in the Expanded CTC sample placed 
special emphasis on using the credit not only 
on basic necessities but also small splurges to 
treat their kids to something special. Because 
Expanded CTC respondents connected their 
credit to their children, they felt it should be 
spent on little extras for them. This might be 
buying slightly nicer sneakers, brand-name 
rather than store-brand snacks, or all of the 
school supplies on their back-to-school list. A 
married Hispanic mother of two from Idaho 
shared, “I won’t spend all of it because I want 
to be really responsible. It’s [the kids’] money. 
It’s very important. But it’d be nice to spoil 
them a little bit.” This dual goal of getting their 
children what they needed and what they 
wanted was echoed by one respondent who 
shared that they would spend the credit on 
“new clothes and school supplies right before 
they go to school,” saying, “It’s going to be as 
needed. So, probably Christmas, I think, will be 
a really good Christmas. We’ll make the most 
of it.” Multiple respondents noted that they felt 
it would be a good Christmas for their children 
in 2021 because of the Expanded CTC.

Like prior research on the EITC has found 
(Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes et al. 2015), 
Expanded CTC families also spent a small por-
tion of their payments on treats—special expe-
riences or purchases such as a meal out at a 
sit-down chain restaurant, a family barbeque 
or birthday party, or a weekend trip to the 
mountains or an amusement park. These were 
small in financial terms but were meaningful 
to respondents, as the consumption afforded 
low-income households a temporary respite 
from the stressors of financial precarity and, 
for all households, enabled middle-class con-
sumption. The married Hispanic mother of 
two mentioned earlier said, “It’ll probably go 
towards, you know, maybe we get brand-name 
Oreos instead of the regular kind.” For the Ex-

panded CTC recipients, this was especially sig-
nificant because many parents felt they had 
been stuck inside for the past year of the pan-
demic, and they were itching to get themselves 
and their children out of the house. A middle-
income single White mother of two, from 
Washington, recalled, “I think I told you about 
my plans to save up a little bit and take the kids 
to [a bigger city] and we did that. And it was so 
much fun.” Similarly, a White single mother of 
one from Illinois said, “It also allowed us to 
take a little trip, so we did a little road trip with 
some of the money and it came in really handy.”

Supporting the Economy
Another distinctive aspect of the Expanded 
CTC was its delivery within the context of the 
pandemic and in temporal proximity to other 
pandemic relief efforts, such as the stimulus 
payments in 2020 and 2021. Respondents noted 
that these various pandemic benefits were 
given to everyone and were due to the disrup-
tion to the economy as a whole, rather than per-
ceived failures of individuals to provide for 
their families during strong economic times. 
Not all pandemic-era safety net expansions 
were viewed without stigma, however. One 
middle-income Expanded CTC respondent, a 
Black married mother from Florida, reflected 
the sentiment of other respondents when she 
shared that she felt many who received the ex-
tra unemployment insurance available during 
this time were not deserving: “It was a lot of 
money that I didn’t get. People that was [sic] 
unemployed were making more money than 
me. . . . A lot of people decided to not go back 
to work when they were called to go back be-
cause they were getting the free government 
money. The mega money, that’s what they are 
calling [it], the mega money.” It was notable 
that only two Expanded CTC respondents felt 
that the Expanded CTC should be conditioned 
on employment. The fact that respondents felt 
the Expanded CTC should not be conditioned 
on employment, even while they stigmatized 
other pandemic-era benefits that did not pro-
mote work, shows just how strongly respon-
dents perceived that this program was different 
from other government programs and was for 
all parents, regardless of circumstance.

Additionally, about one-third of the Ex-
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panded CTC respondents framed their spend-
ing as beneficial to a stagnating economy that 
was struggling in the wake of the pandemic, 
and this framing was more prevalent among 
middle-income than low-income respondents. 
A White low-income married mother of two 
from Arizona said, “I guess it’s nice feeling like 
the current administration understands the 
struggle that families are actually going 
through as a result of the pandemic. And, you 
know, at first it was the worry about the econ-
omy, and how is the economy going to survive? 
Well, if the economy doesn’t survive, then 
workers don’t survive and families don’t sur-
vive. And so there’s that trickle-down effect. 
And so I guess it’s just nice feeling like the gov-
ernment actually understood—current govern-
ment, understands that a little bit better, you 
know.” Similarly, a White middle-income mar-
ried mother of two from New York, mentioned 
how it felt nice to be able to finally spend some 
money and framed that spending as a benefit 
to the economy, “It goes back into the economy. 
Whether it’s buying clothing, or even going out 
to dinner for a family of four is expensive these 
days. Sometimes we order a pizza to give them 
a little bit of a break as well. So everything 
helps. If we’re able to use some of the credit for 
things that are associated with the kids and 
with the family, then I think that that’s what it’s 
there for, to help.” Presenting their spending as 
a benefit to the economy is another way that 
the Expanded CTC recipients felt socially in-
cluded, framing their consumption as con-
nected to supporting the national economy. Of 
course, it is important to note that these inter-
views, like the Expanded CTC itself, occurred 
in the context of the massive economic shock 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Expanded CTC pay-
ments started coming several months after fed-
eral stimulus checks were issued, making it dif-
ficult to say whether this theme of Expanded 
CTC consumption contributing to the economy 
was a product of that historical context or 
whether it would still be framed this way in 
stronger economic times.

Discussion
American social policy is defined by its limited 
commitment to social welfare and lack of ro-
bust social citizenship that provides access to 

a decent standard of living and well-being (Katz 
1986; Marshall 1950; Skocpol 1992). These char-
acteristics have become even more entrenched 
since the publication of Making Ends Meet, as 
social assistance has become increasingly con-
ditioned on labor market participation and 
provided in-kind rather than as cash (Bruch et 
al. 2026, this issue). The provision of cash as-
sistance has also shifted away from the welfare 
office and into the tax code, through the EITC 
and CTC, reflecting broader trends in the fis-
calization of social policy (McCabe 2018; 
O’Brien 2017). In this article, we analyzed how 
the structure of the Expanded CTC shaped par-
ticipants’ experiences and uses of the program, 
and we found that, although in some respects 
participants experienced the program similarly 
to other social policies delivered through the 
tax code, their experiences also diverged from 
these trends in important ways that reveal an 
alternative vision for US social policy—one that 
recognizes the work that parents do and pro-
motes social citizenship for all parents regard-
less of income level or employment.

First, because the Expanded CTC tax trans-
fers came in the form of unconditional cash 
rather than in-kind support, respondents had 
the freedom to spend it on what they felt they 
really needed and would most enhance their 
family’s well-being—rather than what the gov-
ernment thought they should use it for. This 
typically meant spending most of the tax credit 
dollars on paying off debts and bills, which of-
fered immediate and tangible psychological 
and financial relief. Like the EITC (Sykes et al. 
2015), Expanded CTC respondents framed the 
payments as their “kids’ money” and ear-
marked portions of the credit toward expendi-
tures on their children. Lower-income Ex-
panded CTC respondents earmarked a small 
but symbolically meaningful portion of the 
funds for consumption on treats for themselves 
and their children, being able to make small 
purchases that made them feel as though they 
were a part of the middle class when they were 
at the store, at a restaurant, at school, or out 
with their families. This consumption allowed 
parents to feel relief and satisfaction at being 
able to provide items and experiences that al-
lowed their children to participate in educa-
tional, extracurricular, and social activities. 
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These findings about the Expanded CTC recip-
ients’ expenditures are remarkably similar to 
how participants in the Compton Pledge guar-
anteed income pilot program, which was also 
an unconditional cash transfer but not limited 
to parents, spent their payments. Sara M. Con-
stantino and colleagues (2026, this issue) found 
that Compton respondents spent most of the 
money on bills and debt and on goods and ser-
vices that allowed them to spend meaningful 
time with their children. Across three distinct 
cash transfer programs—EITC, Expanded CTC, 
and Compton GI—research finds that partici-
pants were afforded the dignity and flexibility 
to both meet basic needs and consume in ways 
that fostered social inclusion and supported 
their children’s well-being.

Another key finding in this study is that Ex-
panded CTC respondents connected eligibility 
to a social role that they viewed positively and 
considered deserving of government support, 
children, who are deemed worthy of aid be-
cause they are not considered to be responsible 
for their circumstances (Katz 1986; Skocpol 
1992). One might consider this a case of status 
quo bias (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988), in 
which beneficiaries express preferences for the 
current policy design. However, the Expanded 
CTC’s connection to children cannot be the 
only explanation for their relative lack of stigma 
because many other social welfare programs, 
including AFDC and TANF (arguably the most 
stigmatized programs), are predicated on chil-
dren too; many respondents in the sample de-
scribed either stigma toward, or feeling stigma-
tized because of, participation in these other 
social programs. Indeed, many Americans draw 
a sharp line of deservingness on the basis of 
workers and nonworkers, recapitulating tradi-
tional tropes of work-based deservingness that 
have come to define American social welfare 
policy (Bruch et al. 2010; Katz 1986; Soss 2000). 
This was also very much the case in prior re-
search on the EITC, for which eligibility was 
strongly and clearly tied to earnings (Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes et al. 2015) as well as 
the Expanded CTC respondents who espoused 
these views for other safety net programs like 
unemployment insurance.

The results for the Expanded CTC are no-
table because respondents framed their deserv-

ingness not since labor market employment 
but by framing parenting as work that should 
be recognized and supported by the govern-
ment. Respondents associated the Expanded 
CTC with raising children, and most felt the 
credit was fair because all parents are doing the 
same work of child-rearing, regardless of how 
much or how little they earned in the labor 
market. Many respondents also recognized 
that middle-income parents were eligible for 
the Expanded CTC, even though they often 
were not eligible for other means-tested assis-
tance for parents, and most thought that this 
more universal structure was fair because it 
recognized that middle-income parents are still 
doing the work of parenting. Although this fair-
ness sentiment was not universal across the Ex-
panded CTC sample, it is striking that the 
group deemed least deserving was not parents 
out of the labor force. Rather, it was more afflu-
ent middle-income households whom some 
low-income households felt didn’t really need 
the funds. Respondents’ belief that the Ex-
panded CTC rewards the work of parenting 
highlights the potential for more universal so-
cial policies to promote social inclusion and a 
sense of shared identity among parents across 
class lines.

We also found that the two different dis-
bursement schedules of the Expanded CTC led 
respondents to derive different meanings for 
the two forms of the credit with regard to finan-
cial security and mobility. Like prior research 
on the EITC (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes 
et al. 2015), the lump-sum Expanded CTC was 
associated with upward mobility and big-ticket 
purchases and expenses that respondents felt 
were out of reach during a typical month. By 
contrast, the advance monthly payments of the 
Expanded CTC stood out for their monthly reli-
ability that helped respondents stay on track—
especially after the uncertainty associated with 
the initial first month’s disbursement had 
passed. Because it came to be seen as a reliable 
supplement to their incomes each month, re-
spondents associated it with allowing them to 
breathe a little easier, knowing that they would 
be able to pay a bill that they otherwise would 
have had to let slide, cover all of their children’s 
school expenses that month, or manage losses 
due to an unexpected health shock, a car break-



1 8 6 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

down, or a childcare challenge. The Expanded 
CTC’s association with reliability and stability 
is similar to what researchers in this issue 
found for other routine cash assistance pay-
ments, including the Compton Pledge guaran-
teed income and Baby’s First Years (BFY) ex-
periments (Constantino et al. 2026, this issue; 
Flanagan and Halpern-Meekin 2026). It is also 
notable that, although the disbursement meth-
ods produced different subjective experiences 
of benefit receipt, respondents ultimately spent 
their cash transfers from the Expanded CTC, 
EITC, BFY, and Guaranteed Income programs 
in quite similar ways regardless of disburse-
ment method, including paying down bills and 
debt, covering immediate needs and consump-
tion smoothing, and spending a little on their 
families and children to make them feel spe-
cial.

A final aspect of the Expanded CTC that 
shaped participant experiences was its admin-
istration through the tax code. The IRS admin-
istration of the Expanded CTC was automatic 
for tax filers. with a default to monthly pay-
ments, which typically led to significantly less 
administrative burden for beneficiaries (Herd 
and Moynihan 2019). While the IRS is often vil-
ified by the public, as an agency it holds none 
of the stigma beneficiaries associated with 
claiming and redeeming other means-tested 
benefits such as Medicaid, TANF, Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and Un-
employment Insurance (UI) (Barnes et al. 2023; 
DeParle 2004; Edin and Lein 1997). Expanded 
CTC recipients were still required to file taxes, 
like those who receive the EITC, and although 
many found this onerous, most relied on either 
online or storefront tax preparation assistance. 
Doing so was, perhaps ironically, a form of so-
cial inclusion that placed them in the same po-
sition as millions of other taxpayers across the 
income spectrum who must engage with the 
IRS each year (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). Al-
though the Expanded CTC’s automatic monthly 
payments through the IRS were typically per-
ceived as smoother and less intrusive than 
other social programs, respondents still expe-
rienced significant administrative barriers to 
engaging with the IRS when they believed there 
was an error or needed to make a change to 

their disbursements (Herd and Moynihan 
2024).

We have focused in this article on the many 
ways in which tax-based cash assistance is 
more successful at achieving the economic sta-
bility and social citizenship goals of social pol-
icy than traditional means-tested assistance 
programs, but the fiscalization of social policy 
nonetheless has consequences. Administering 
benefits through the tax filing process can ex-
clude those who do not file taxes or lack the 
knowledge and resources to navigate the sys-
tem to access benefits (Goldin et al. 2022; Iselin 
et al. 2023; Linos et al. 2022), and the Expanded 
CTC is no exception (Herd and Moynihan 
2024). This tax-based policy approach tends to 
benefit those who are already integrated into 
the formal economy, potentially neglecting 
some of the most marginalized groups, such as 
undocumented immigrants, those in informal 
employment, or those with complex family re-
lationships and living arrangements (Suro and 
Findling 2021; Thomson et al. 2022).

The global pandemic was also a significant 
context for participants’ experiences of the Ex-
panded CTC. The program experienced high 
levels of public and bipartisan support in 2021, 
and it was deployed along with a suite of other 
income support measures, including expanded 
unemployment insurance, SNAP benefits, and 
stimulus checks (Bitler et al. 2020; Pilkauskas 
and Bruey 2026; Flanagan and Halpern-Meekin 
2026). Some safety net programs temporarily 
relaxed their eligibility and verification proce-
dures, and emerging research on such pro-
grams also points to some alleviation of stigma 
in bureaucratic encounters during this time 
(Barnes 2023; Barnes and Riel 2022). The rela-
tive absence of stigma observed for the Ex-
panded CTC in this article may be due to the 
specific context of the pandemic, and it re-
mains an open question whether the lack of 
stigma would endure in stronger economic 
times—particularly for the subset of respon-
dents who framed their Expanded CTC con-
sumption as contributing to the economy. That 
said, even during the pandemic, Expanded CTC 
respondents described other pandemic-era so-
cial welfare programs like UI in stigmatizing 
terms for their work disincentives but did not 
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stigmatize the Expanded CTC for its lack of 
connection to labor force participation.

The pandemic context harkens back to ear-
lier periods in US history when massive eco-
nomic shocks, such as the Great Depression or 
World War II, created windows of opportunity 
for significant expansion to the social safety 
net, albeit with provisions that usually rein-
forced the traditional lines of deservingness in 
American society (Katz 1986). One key depar-
ture from these previous eras, of course, is that 
Congress allowed the Expanded CTC to expire. 
Proposals for a new CTC have emerged among 
members of Congress and candidates running 
for office, and these proposals diverge over 
whether they are universal, means-tested, or 
conditioned on employment. The politics of 
the current CTC proposals highlight the endur-
ing tension between targeting and universal-
ism and the continued link between work—in 
the labor market and in parenting—and de-
servingness in American social policy. The 2021 
Expanded CTC was significant for suspending 
the longstanding ties between employment 
and deservingness in American fiscal policy, ex-
panding the conception of work to include the 
work that parents do to raise their children; it 
was also significant for its more universal reach 
to middle class parents who still do the work of 
parenting but are typically not eligible for so-
cial assistance programs. Now that many Amer-
icans have experienced the Expanded CTC, pol-
icy feedback processes may generate greater 
public support for universal policies for par-
ents going forward (Campbell 2003; Skocpol 
1992; Soss 2000). Despite the uncertainties over 
the precise form the CTC might take in the fu-
ture, the tax-based safety net has emerged as a 
significant and enduring component of how 
parents make ends meet in a post-welfare 
world.
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