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The efficacy of social citizenship is determined by the generosity and the inclusiveness of assistance, and by
the terms under which such assistance is offered. In the United States, social policies have historically been
characterized by deference to private markets, categorical tiers of eligibility, and marked variation across
local and state jurisdictions. In this article, we describe and characterize the reconfiguration of American
social provision over a three-decade span (1994-2022). Using the State Safety Net Policy (SNNP) dataset, we
employ comparable measures of the generosity of assistance and the inclusiveness of receipt across nine
safety net programs for low-income families with children. These measures allow us to detail program
trends, assess the extent of cross-state variation in provision, and tease out the implications of both for sub-
stantive social citizenship in the United States.
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Social citizenship, as an aspirational analogue
to political or civil rights, denotes the rights of
citizens to an unconditional and minimum
standard of civilized living (Marshall 1950). So-
cial policies, in this respect, ensure a rights-
based claim to well-being and support “for ev-
erybody and by everybody” (Titmuss 1968, 42)
based on collective membership, solidarity,
and recognition (Handler 2009; Somers 2008;

Gordon and Fraser 1992; Dean 2015). They fea-
ture terms of receipt that are inclusive and un-
conditional, conferring both autonomy and
recognition (Phillips 2022; Segall 2005; Fraser
1995), and they provide benefits sufficient to
sustain a “modicum of security” without im-
posing any reciprocal obligations, such as work
(Marshall 1950, 11) or other behavioral condi-
tions (Mead 2008). Conceptualized in this way,
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the efficacy of social citizenship is determined
by its boundaries (the scope or inclusiveness of
assistance), its terms (the conditions under
which assistance is offered), and its benefits
(the generosity of assistance). The pursuit and
protection of such claims are especially impor-
tant in modern capitalist democracies, in
which commitments to civil or political equal-
ity are often in tension with the inequality of
market outcomes.

In the US, the commitment to social citizen-
ship has always been thin and ambivalent.
American social policy—measured against ei-
ther those of its peers (Alper et al. 2021; Hacker
2004; Brady et al. 2017) or its own history (Fox
et al. 2015)—is characterized by a weak commit-
ment to social protection. The benefits of
American social policy—especially in means-
tested programs—have always been residual
responses to market failures, calibrated to low-
wage labor markets, often conditional on labor
force participation (Piven and Cloward 1993;
Bahle and Wendt 2021; Esping-Andersen 1990)
and structured on narrowly contractual terms
(Gordon and Fraser 1992). The boundaries of
social citizenship have always been narrowly
categorical and stratified by private, social in-
surance, and means-tested forms of provision
(Schneider and Ingram 1993; Mettler 1998;
Hacker 2002; Meyers 2007). The historical ex-
clusion of Black Americans on all dimensions
of citizenship consistently undermined any
pretense of universalism in state or national
policies (Lieberman 2003; Miller 2021).

Fragmentation, inadequacy, and inequity,
in turn, have been compounded by decentral-
ization. In most means-tested programs, im-
portant decisions shaping the boundaries,
benefits, and terms of social provision are de-
termined by subnational policymakers and ad-
ministrators (Moynihan et al. 2022; Bruch et al.
2018; Soss et al. 2001), yielding wide state-to-
state variation in policy design and administra-
tion and, consequently, in the substantive
meaning of social citizenship. The ragged
boundaries of social citizenship are both cate-
gorical and jurisdictional. Not only are pro-
grams not available to all citizens on equal
terms or conditions, but the form and function
of that categorical fragmentation also varies by
region, state, and locality (Banting 2006; Keat-

ing 2009). The United States, in this respect,
represents not just one “world of welfare capi-
talism” (Esping-Anderson 1990) but fifty worlds,
or jurisdictional settings, in which social policy
both challenges and abets the structure of so-
cial inequality.

This article examines the patterns and con-
sequences of “ending welfare as we knew it,”
underscoring the persistent weaknesses of
American social provision, the fraught and
fragile trade-off between work and welfare
(Edin and Lein 1997), and the ways these have
been compounded and transformed over the
last three decades. In this respect, we make two
distinct and interrelated contributions. First,
we describe and characterize changing patterns
of American social provision across several pro-
grams aimed at low-income families with chil-
dren and over a three-decade span (1994-2022)
punctuated by welfare reform (the passage of
the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 [PRWORA]),
the Great Recession (2007-2009), and the
COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2023). Using the
State Safety Net Policy (SNNP) data, we employ
comparable measures of two key dimensions
of social provision—the generosity of assis-
tance and the inclusiveness of receipt—that
capture the benefits and boundaries of social
citizenship and document their expansion and
contraction over time. Toward this end, we ex-
amine program-specific trends in nine safety
net programs for low-income families with chil-
dren and detail the policy and program changes
that explain these trends. Social provision after
1996 meant not just a retreat from the already
limited means-tested cash assistance but a re-
configuration that rippled across a wide range
of policies and programs. Taken together, these
changes diminish the benefits of social citizen-
ship, erode the autonomy of its recipients, and
narrow the categorical boundaries of receipt.

Second, to understand the “devolution revo-
lution” associated with PRWORA in a broader
context, we examine the extent of cross-state
variation in provision, its trajectories (decreas-
ing or increasing, converging or diverging), and
its regional patterns. We describe these cross-
state patterns in relation to the structure, logic,
and mechanisms of state discretion in these
programs, and the ways in which states use that
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36 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

discretion in administration, financing, and
rulemaking. State discretion in federal pro-
grams, as we explore in more detail later, yields
social policies that vary on the key dimensions
of social citizenship (inclusion and generosity)
across jurisdictions. We conclude by discussing
the implications of policy design and policy
variation for program inclusion and generosity
and—more broadly—for substantive social cit-
izenship in the US.

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE . ..

The recent history of American social policy is
marked by continuity and change. This recon-
figuration of American social policy was galva-
nized by passage of the PRWORA in 1996, which
both confirmed and disrupted long-standing
patterns of unequal protection (Moffitt 2015;
Ziliak 2016; Blank 1997). The result is an array
of social policies marked by three fundamental
shifts in the form and function of American so-
cial citizenship: first, the terms of receipt have
become increasingly conditional and coercive;
second, the boundaries of inclusion have nar-
rowed (with a particular focus on children); and
third, the adequacy of benefits has been eroded
by a retreat from cash assistance in favor of in-
kind or work-incentivizing benefits, work sup-
ports, and temporary provisions. Each of these
shifts, in turn, has been both enabled and exag-
gerated by the discretion afforded to state gov-
ernments in setting the boundaries, terms, and
benefits of social citizenship.

Conditioning the Terms of Receipt

Since the 1990s, the persistent weakness of
American social provision has been sustained
and intensified by a new regime of coercive and
conditional poverty governance. Conditional
assistance not only chokes access to social pro-
tection, but it also corrodes personal and famil-
ial autonomy by attaching strings to receipt—
narrowing options, imposing paternalist
expectations, and subjecting recipients to in-
trusive patterns of surveillance and enforce-
ment (Soss et al. 2011). This loss of autonomy
is no accidental consequence of policy retreat
or diminished support. Conditions are explic-
itly designed (from various perspectives) to in-
fluence, nudge, regulate, or discipline recipi-
ents, and to match social provision with civic

obligations (Dean 2007) or behavioral expecta-
tions. The beneficence of public programs is
accompanied by coercive and punitive supervi-
sion such that—as T. H. Marshall famously ob-
served of the English Poor Laws—claims to as-
sistance “could only be met if the claimants
ceased to be citizens in any true sense of the
word” (Marshall 1950, 15). Autonomy (and with
it civic recognition) is threatened by the in-
creasingly coercive and conditional logic of as-
sistance, by the disjuncture between work ex-
pectations and work opportunities, and by the
preference for in-kind benefits and services.

The policy shifts of the mid-1990s compro-
mised autonomy in myriad ways. While labor
market participation and various behavioral ex-
pectations have long been central to American
social provision (Bertram 2015; Bell 1967), these
were now harnessed to a much more punitive
and coercive structure of social provision—de-
signed both to limit direct assistance and to
shape the behavior of its recipients. “Welfare-
to-work” commitments, across modern welfare
states, are premised on both a shifting ethic of
responsibility or reciprocity (Segall 2005; An-
derson 2004) and on the “activation” policies
necessary to support labor market participa-
tion (Dean 2007). PRWORA, for its part, was
animated by heightened attention to the labor
force participation of low-income parents, to
the potential work disincentives of receiving
cash assistance (for reviews, see Moffitt 1992;
Ziliak 2016), to the broader behavioral norms
of low-income families, and to the alleged role
of government assistance in facilitating depen-
dency (Aizer et al. 2022; Handler 2009; Bertram
2015). Deference to market relations now im-
bues not just the logic of social provision, but
its administration as well, and the expectation
of labor market participation is currently en-
forced with punitive conditions and sanctions
(Soss et al. 2011).

At the same time, these work expectations
have not been accompanied by sufficient fed-
eral commitments to the work supports (child-
care, transportation assistance, paid sick and
family leave, minimum wage laws, predictive
work schedules) that would allow low-income
parents to make ends meet (Gornick and Mey-
ers 2009; Gornick et al. 2022). They devalue par-
enting as a social contribution (Anderson 2004)
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yet offer no guarantee of access to alternative
childcare arrangements (Herbst 2023; Meyers
et al. 2002; Morrissey et al. 2023), especially
those demanded by the temporal vagaries
(shiftwork, uneven scheduling) of low-wage la-
bor markets (Kwon et al. 2026, this issue). The
“work-first” approach privileges labor market
participation over training or education (Lafer
2002), while weak labor policies and collapsing
job quality (Kalleberg 2009; Rothstein and Zip-
perer 2020) ensure that the resulting employ-
ment offers little security. State and local poli-
cies have filled some of this gap, especially with
respect to minimum wage, paid leave, and pre-
dictive scheduling, but the unevenness of these
policies—compounded by their outright pre-
emption in many states—has only widened
state-to-state disparities in social protection or
provision (Briffault 2018; Gerken and Tyler
2022). Taken together, the expectation of labor
and the weakness of work supports dramati-
cally constrain the autonomy of low-income
parents and their families, narrowing their op-
tions for social assistance or self-support. In-
deed, the invocation of personal responsibility
in this era ran alongside a marked deteriora-
tion in the ability of working parents (custodial
or noncustodial) to sustain job-based eco-
nomic security (Gonalons-Pons et al. 2026, this
issue).

The threat to autonomy was much more ex-
pansive than TANF’s new work requirements.
Work expectations bled into the wider logic of
social policy, recasting support around pro-
grams or policies that rewarded (and subsi-
dized) labor force participation such as the
Earned Income Tax Credit (Halpern-Meekin et
al. 2015) and pushing the expectation of labor
force participation into other arenas of social
policy (Bauer et al. 2018). Other significant fea-
tures of the post-PRWORA welfare system—in-
cluding temporal limits and family caps on as-
sistance, sanctions, and the machinery for
enforcing those sanctions (Headworth 2021)—
narrowed options for self-support and exposed
recipients to an intrusive surveillance reminis-
cent of the “man in the house” rules that pre-
vailed before the 1970s (Kohn 1970; Gordon and
Batlan 2011). Growth in child-focused programs
included efforts to bolster private responsibil-
ity for children’s income support through in-

creased enforcement of child support orders
and the use of child protective services as a
conduit for assistance (Fong and McCarthy
2026, this issue). Coercion, punishment, and
the mantra of personal responsibility animated
child support enforcement, which is a private
transfer between parents and relies heavily on
disclosures or garnishments mandated by
other social policies (Meyer et al. 2020; Pate
2016).

Narrowing the Categorical Boundaries
Alongside these shifts in the terms of receipt,
the reconfiguration of social policy also nar-
rowed the boundaries of social citizenship.
American social citizenship is already stratified
into private, social insurance, and means-
tested tiers, with the latter increasingly narrow
in scope. In addition to conditional con-
straints, eligibility is increasingly connected to
labor force participation or parenthood. The
increasing focus on supporting children after
the mid-1990s (Aizer et al. 2022) marked not just
an effort to target those long considered the
most vulnerable and deserving, but also a
pointed neglect or deflection of the claims
made by others. Childless adults not “catego-
rized into assistance” by virtue of disability, un-
employment, or military service (Bruch et al.
2023; Stone 2005; Moffitt 2015) are by and large
left behind by most forms of social protection
(Parolin et al. 2023; Brady and Parolin 2020;
Edin and Shaefer 2015).

As low-income parents experienced the re-
traction of unconditioned assistance, support
targeted at children, particularly child health
insurance and public pre-K, became relatively
more inclusive and generous. The relative (if
uneven) generosity of programs like child
health insurance or social security income (SSI)
for disabled children underscored both a re-
newed attention to the implications of social
provision for child development (Hahn et al.
2016) and the stability of claims made on behalf
of children. But it also underscored a devalua-
tion of the very obligation—parenting—that
justified assistance for low-income families in
the first place (Anderson 2004). This reflects the
persistence of a long-standing tension between
the unquestioned importance of providing for
children and the reluctance to reward parents
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whose perceived failures (in the market or in
the family) made such provision necessary
(Gordon 1994). US social policies, in this re-
spect, continue to exhibit “an official honoring
of motherhood combined with a distrust, dis-
dain, even contempt, for women who do it”
(Gordon 2001, 23).

Inadequacy of Benefits

The inadequacy of social assistance reflects, in
large part, its persistent and long-standing cal-
ibration to labor markets: expanding support
when labor markets are slack, as Frances Fox
Piven and Richard A. Cloward (1993) and others
have argued, and restricting it when low-wage
labor is in demand. Since 1996, regulating the
poor has become a much blunter strategy,
vested less in the administration of social pro-
grams like Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) and more in one-off infusions
of generosity or expanded eligibility at mo-
ments of economic crisis. This approach un-
derscores the inherent weakness of regular so-
cial programs and the limits and fragility of
social citizenship.

The new limits on American social citizen-
ship are also evident in the increased reliance,
by both state programs and those in need, on
temporary program adjustments or programs
cobbled together at moments of economic cri-
sis but abandoned thereafter (Jackson et al.
2022; Congdon and Vroman 2022; Wimer et al.
2022). During the Great Recession, temporary
provisions of the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 mandated higher
monthly benefits for families participating in
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP) (Gunderson 2015; Bitler et al. 2020;
Wiseman 2019) and increased the generosity of
unemployment insurance (UI) benefits primar-
ily by increasing the length of time a person
could continue to receive benefits and making
these benefits more widely accessible for un-
employed workers (Congdon and Vroman 2021,
2022). Similarly, the COVID pandemic was met
largely with temporary federal programs, in-
cluding stimulus payments, tax credits, and an
eviction moratorium (Jackson et al. 2022; Bitler
et al. 2023). In Ul, federal infusions were exten-
sive and encompassed not just conventional
recessionary extensions but also a bump in

benefits for all recipients and benefits for those
not normally eligible (Congdon and Vroman
2021; Bell et al. 2023). Food assistance, includ-
ing SNAP and school-based meal programs,
was again employed as a countercyclical re-
sponse. Suspension of reviews for SNAP and
public health insurance during the pandemic
yielded steady growth in inclusion. The uptick
in generosity and inclusion was stemmed by
the determination of many states to withdraw
early from the pandemic UI programs (Coombs
et al. 2022) and the unwinding of presumptive
continued eligibility for SNAP and health insur-
ance (Ku et al. 2022; Arbogast et al. 2024). Such
protections—however fleetingly generous—
suggested not a commitment to adequacy, uni-
versality, equity, or autonomy but rather a slim-
mer stopgap interest in social order and
economic recovery. Such policies concede the
inadequacy and unresponsiveness of our social
policies but do little to address them.

Decentralization of Social Provision

The reconfiguration of American social policy
occurred in a context in which state and local
governments had varying degrees of discretion
in financing, rulemaking, and administration
in many of the safety net programs that serve
as critical supports for low-income families
with children (Bruch et al. 2018). American so-
cial policies have always been premised on def-
erence to economic and social interests in state
and local jurisdictions. As a concession to both
constitutional concerns and the racially exploi-
tive labor markets of the South, the means-
tested titles of the 1935 Social Security Act (Old
Age Assistance; Aid to Dependent Children; Aid
to the Blind) and the UI program had few sub-
stantive conditions on state plans and partici-
pation (Gordon 1994; Lieberman 1998; Karch
and Rose 2019). After 1935, such discretion en-
sured wide variation—in both policy design
and distributional outcomes—across the
states. Going forward, the inequity and uneven-
ness of decentralized and discretionary social
policies remained central concerns (Tani 2016).
This was evident in several historical develop-
ments: the “War on Poverty” programs that by-
passed state governments altogether (Quad-
agno 1994), the “welfare rights” movement of
the 1960s and 1970s (Chappell 2010), and the
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Table 1. State Discretion in Safety Net Programs

39

State Discretion

Program Financing Rulemaking Administration
Income State income tax High High High
supports Cash assistance High Medium-high High
Child support Medium Medium High
Unemployment insurance Medium Medium Medium
Supplemental Security Income Low Low Low-medium
In-kind Preschool-early education Medium-high Medium-high Medium-high
supports Childcare Medium Medium-high High
Child health insurance Medium Medium Medium
Food assistance Low Low Medium

Source: Adapted from Bruch et al. 2018.

punitive “backlash” that gained force in the
1980s and 1990s (Kohler-Hausmann 2017).
Across this history, state and local policy
choices, which relied on the police power, were
at once less invested in redistribution or equal
protection and more invested in local (often
punitive) regulation and market relations
(Cashin 1999; Weir 2005; Mettler 1998; Miller
2021). In turn, regionally uneven commitments
to social rights have been irretrievably racial in
their logic, pattern, and impact (Lieberman
1998; Fox 2012). The passage of PRWORA em-
braced and formalized this commitment to de-
centralization, granting states broader discre-
tion in the form and level of basic assistance,
while simultaneously narrowing state discre-
tion regarding the terms of receipt (Bruch et al.
2018).

Key policy choices, even in putatively federal
social programs, are increasingly made by state
and local jurisdictions (Bruch et al. 2018). State
discretion varies across programs, across pro-
gram dimensions, and across policy indicators
(see table 1)." Discretion in financing reflects
both the federal-state share of program costs
and any accompanying incentives or thresh-

olds: state discretion is high in programs where
there is no federal role (state taxes) or where
federal block grants come with few strings at-
tached (TANF); state discretion is medium
where programs rely on state and federal rev-
enues (UI) and where federal block grants are
more closely proscribed (childcare); state dis-
cretion is low where the spending (and any ac-
companying rules) are largely federal (SNAP
and SSI). Discretion in rulemaking reflects fed-
eral standards for eligibility, benefit levels, and
other program elements, and the room af-
forded to states to define their own rules or
standards through legislation or administrative
practice (Dardanelli et al. 2019): discretion is
high (or medium-high) where states largely
control eligibility and benefit levels (TANF,
childcare); medium where federal rules or stan-
dards set narrower parameters around state
choices (U, child health insurance); and low
where the states have little influence on the
terms of receipt (SNAP, SSI). Discretion in ad-
ministration is shaped by both the direct juris-
dictional responsibility (federal, state, local) for
interpreting or carrying out the provision of as-
sistance, and by the degree to which state or

1. State discretion might also be shaped by policies or conditions that lie outside the policies in question. State
and local policy choices on childcare, for example, might be shaped by the high costs of provision in some ju-
risdictions or a dearth of providers in others. The long history of workfare is shaped not only by policy decisions
privileging labor market participation, but also by the uneven ability—across time and space—of labor markets
to provide commensurate opportunities. Levels of child support, in turn, are determined less by state policies
than by state and local judicial conventions regarding levels of noncustodial support (Venohr 2013; Pirog and

Ziol-Guest 2006).
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local agencies are held accountable to program
expectations and rules: discretion is high if
program responsibility is vested largely in state
agencies subject to broad federal guidelines
(TANF, childcare); medium if those federal
standards include tight compliance or perfor-
mance standards (as in child health insurance);
and low if state programs are administered
through federal agencies (SSI) or are subject to
regular federal oversight.

The implications and impacts of this discre-
tion are profound. Where federal programs or
high federal standards are absent, social poli-
cies and labor standards are left to the uneven
willingness and capacity of state and local gov-
ernments (Bruch and Gordon 2022; Freeman
and Rogers 2007; Briffault 2018). The range and
mechanisms of state discretion vary over time
and across programs, yielding different con-
stellations of social protection or social rights.
Financing discretion (encompassing the rela-
tive shares met by federal and state dollars,
state fiscal capacities, and the terms or rules
under which federal dollars can be spent) yields
cross-state variation in generosity and inclu-
sion. Depending on how such financing is
structured, it can discourage innovation and
expansion, as in the case of unemployment in-
surance (Karch and Rose 2019), or encourage
states (or at least some states) to be more gen-
erous and inclusive, as in the case of child
health insurance. State discretion in rulemak-
ing shapes both inclusion (eligibility) and gen-
erosity (benefit levels). Decentralization is, in
and of itself, an engine of inequality: under the
right conditions, it might enable more robust
social protection, but such conditions—includ-
ing high federal standards, robust protections
against discrimination, and equalization of
state fiscal capacities—are rare and hard to sus-
tain (Bruch and Gordon 2022; Freeman and
Rogers 2007; Miller 2021; Gerken and Tyler
2022). Higher levels of administrative discre-
tion generate wider variation in inclusion, evi-
dent not only in TANF, child support, childcare
and early childhood education but in otherwise
low-discretion programs (like SNAP), which al-
low states to determine administrative rules,
guidance, and practices in relation to process-
ing applications and determining eligibility
(Herd et al. 2023). In our polarized federalism,

some states forgo even the temporary pro-
grams implemented in extraordinarily chal-
lenging times.

Taken together, the increasingly conditional
nature of social assistance, its narrowing cat-
egorical boundaries, and its renewed decen-
tralization have reshaped the inadequacy and
fragmentation of American social policy. They
undermined the responsiveness of some pro-
grams (Bitler and Hoynes 2016; Bitler et al.
2020) while bolstering others, adjusted the tar-
gets of social protection, and tethered receipt
increasingly to labor force participation. As
welfare reform recast policy goals from poverty
alleviation to behavior-focused outcomes (Zil-
iak 2016; Blank 2018), social provision remained
inadequate, deepening the precarity of those
no longer eligible for assistance and allowing
high rates of poverty and food and housing in-
security even among those receiving assistance
(see also Brady and Parolin 2020; Edin and
Shaefer 2015; Bruch et al. 2023). The use of pa-
ternalistic conditions and punitive sanctions,
coupled with the meagerness of work supports,
effectively compelled and subsidized low-wage
employment (Paz-Fuchs 2008; Heinrich and
Scholz 2009; Piven and Cloward 1993; Soss et al.
2011). More assistance for some meant less
for others: the boundaries of social citizen-
ship remained categorical and conditional;
the benefits increasingly focused on in-kind
services and tax credits; and both fragmented
across jurisdictions with disparate motives and
capacities.

All of this yields a social citizenship that is
more conditional in its terms of receipt, more
narrowly categorical in its boundaries of cover-
age, and less adequate in its reliance on condi-
tional, in-kind, and temporary benefits. Decen-
tralized policy and provision compounded
each of these shifts, inviting variation in policy
design, administration, and outcomes—and
ensuring that even efforts to bolster social pro-
vision or economic security in some state or
local settings would come at the expense of eq-
uity in social citizenship across those settings.

DATA AND MEASURES

We employ the SSNP dataset to measure two
key dimensions of social provision—generosity
and inclusion—across nine safety net pro-

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



FIFTY WORLDS OF WELFARE 41

grams that influence the economic resources
of economically marginalized working-age
adults and their dependents either directly (by
providing cash) or indirectly (by providing
other goods or services), and in which states
have some degree of discretion in financing,
rulemaking, or administration (Bruch et al.
2018). The SSNP includes yearly state-level esti-
mates of generosity and inclusion from 1994
through 2022 for cash assistance (AFDC/TANF),
food assistance (Food Stamps-SNAP), child
health insurance (Medicaid and Children’s
Health Insurance Program [CHIP]), child sup-
port enforcement, childcare subsidies (Child
Care and Development Block Grant-Child Care
and Development Fund [CCDF] and TANF),
early childhood education (Head Start and
state pre-K programs), Unemployment Insur-
ance (UI), child disability assistance (SSI), and
state income taxes.?

The generosity of benefits (or amount spent
or received per case or recipient) is calculated
as the average benefits reported by program or
calculated by dividing total benefit spending
by a state’s caseload or number of recipients
(table 2 provides a description of the construc-
tion of each policy indicator, including data
sources). The generosity indicators are ad-
justed for cost-of-living differences over time
(that is, inflation) using the Bureau of Labor
Statistics Consumer Price Index research se-
ries using current methods. For the 2024 re-

lease, the generosity measures are adjusted to
2022 constant dollars.? The generosity mea-
sure is designed to capture the actual receipt
or experience of social assistance. Unlike ex-
penditure or “welfare effort” measures (Moffitt
2015), we employ a population denominator to
calculate a per-person or per-case benefit level.
Unlike measures modeling receipt based on
single statutory policies such as benefit maxi-
mums (Aizer et al. 2022) and uniform take-up
rates (Schmidt et al. 2025), we estimate bene-
fits based on actual spending and rates of re-
ceipt. Generosity, as a measure of benefits re-
ceived, is not calibrated to any threshold of
adequacy.

The inclusiveness of receipt (or the propor-
tion of the potentially needy or eligible popula-
tion receiving benefit) is calculated by dividing
the number of program recipients in a state by
the number of potentially needy individuals or
families in the state. The estimates of poten-
tially needy individuals or families are calcu-
lated using three-year moving averages from
the Annual Social and Economic Supplement
(ASEC) of the Current Population Survey (Rug-
gles et al. 2025). For means-tested programs,
the estimate of the potentially needy is the
number of individuals or families who (a) fall
into categorically eligible groups and (b) have
market pretax, pre-transfer incomes below the
federal poverty threshold, or below some per-
centage of the threshold depending on the in-

2. The SSNP dataset was created by Marcia Meyers, Sarah Bruch, and Janet Gornick from publicly accessible
state and federal administrative records, and original population estimates calculated using the Annual Social
and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the Current Population Survey. The SSNP does not include programs for
low-income families that do not include any state discretion, such as the federal EITC or CTC. The SSNP is not
exhaustive of all programs for low-income families with decentralized designs; for example, it does not include
WIC, school-based assistance, or housing assistance (public housing and subsidized voucher-based programs
administered by state and local housing authorities). Earlier work (Bruch et al. 2018) based on the SSNP included
atenth program, targeted work supports. Due to concerns about the accuracy of state reporting on participation
and expenditures on work supports, we exclude this program here.

3.In cases where there is a missing value for an observation (a state) or year, values are imputed using neighbor
averages (that is, the average of year before and after the missing value). As with most administratively reported
data, there is quite a bit of variability in the data obtained from many of the sources used in the construction of
these policy indicators. To help reduce this type of measurement variability, the indicator values are top- and
bottom-coded at two standard deviations from the mean for that year and are double-smoothed by first using
three-year moving averages in the construction of the numerators and denominators and by smoothing the final
indicator using three-year moving averages. For in-kind or service benefits, we use item-specific price indices:
for food assistance, the US city average CPI for food at home; for health insurance, medical care services; for
childcare and early childhood education, day care and preschool.
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44 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

come eligibility criteria of the program.* The
inclusion measure combines reported case-
loads with a population denominator captur-
ing the reach of a program. The population de-
nominators, in turn, are based on broad
need-based categories rather than narrow pro-
grammatic criteria, on who should be covered
rather than on who is technically eligible.

The SSNP measures, comparable across
multiple programs, offer a holistic and capa-
cious view of social policies as they are actually
provided and received. They capture persis-
tence and change in the governance of social
policy—including deference to labor markets,
devolution, and delegation. By focusing on in-
clusion and generosity, they provide a more ac-
curate measure than expenditure data of the
ways in which social protections are structured
and administered in state and federal policy
and experienced by their recipients. They fa-
cilitate comparison across programs and over
time, effectively harmonizing data for multiple
programs administered through different enti-
ties at the state and local levels. And they fa-
cilitate consideration of the relationship be-
tween programs, of the ways in which multiple
policies are configured or reconfigured, and
the ways in which such configurations (or pack-
ages of support) are experienced by recipients.

These measures are designed to capture the
structure and exercise of state and local discre-
tion across these programs, but also to turn our
attention from discrete and formal policy
choices to the range of decisions and practices,
and to the diverse mechanisms of policymak-
ing and implementation that determine the re-
sulting scope and generosity of social provi-
sion. They reflect statutory policy choices (such
as maximum benefits), administrative rules
(such as those regarding eligibility), and opera-
tional procedures and practices that collec-

tively determine the generosity and inclusion
of social provision for low-income families with
children. Capturing policy choice, design, and
administration is especially important in social
programs that devolve authority to state or lo-
cal governments. States create plans that meet
the strict or broad guidelines of the authorizing
federal policy through an administrative pro-
cess. These state plans reflect a plethora of de-
cisions made at the state level by legislative
policymakers and executive agency administra-
tors. They shape the rules and processes that
dictate program access and benefits, with ad-
ministration often allowing some discretion in
decision-making and implementation prac-
tices for frontline workers. With these mea-
sures, we aim to capture a fuller picture of ways
in which decisions are made—by legislators, by
administrators, and by front-line casework-
ers—regarding the responsibility to render as-
sistance, the goals of social policy, the deserv-
ingness of its recipients, and the terms and
boundaries of social citizenship. These mea-
sures serve as an explanatory foundation for
our understanding of deep and persistent in-
equalities—across jurisdictions, across pro-
grams, and across populations—in social pro-
vision, and for documenting the connection
between subnational discretion and equitable
social citizenship.

ANALYTIC METHODS

To describe the benefits (generosity) and
boundaries (inclusion) of social citizenship, and
specifically in social safety net provision, we use
yearly state-level measures and calculate central
tendencies (mean and median) from 1994-
2022.° In the results, we primarily report the
50-state median given the skewed distribution
of many of the measures. We examine the pat-
terns and trajectories of multiple programs us-

4. The potentially needy population denominators differ from estimates of the potentially eligible population,
which incorporate additional program- and state-specific eligibility criteria (see the Urban Institute’s TRIM3, for
example). We have chosen to calculate the potentially needy population defined by broad categorical criteria of
programs to capture the depth of program receipt in the economically needy population. This approach allows
for comparability over time within programs; our measure of the potentially needy, over time, does not reflect

changes in program eligibility rules.

5. To test for significant changes over time, we use a t-test of means to compare the 1994 and 2022 values. The
50-state median differs from a national average, in that each state (regardless of population) is given equal

weight.
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ing these comparable measures to capture the
level and change over time (with particular at-
tention to upward or downward trends) in the
substantive commitment to social citizenship.

To examine the inequity in social citizenship
across states, we describe the extent or magni-
tude of cross-state variation using four mea-
sures: standard deviation (SD), coefficient of
variation (COV), Gini coefficient (Gini) and the
ratio of the 90th to 10th percentile (90-10 ratio).
This approach to examining cross-state varia-
tion focuses on the distribution of states in a
given year. However, to capture the individual
state patterns and changes over time, we com-
plement these variation measures with scatter-
plot graphs, which display the state-specific
starting (1994 or earliest year available) and
ending (2022 or most recent year available) val-
ues. We also describe how cross-state variation
has changed over time, and whether those
changes represent states converging (becoming
more similar) or diverging (becoming more dif-
ferent). We assess these changes by looking at
the absolute size of the change and by using
significance tests (Levene test for variance,
bootstrapping for the COV and Gini).® Combin-
ing the median and variation trends, we char-
acterize programs as upward or downward,
converging or diverging from 1994-2022. Fi-
nally, for selected programs, we document
state-specific values and regional patterns of
generosity and inclusion, and how these have
shifted from 1994 to 2022.

FINDINGS

We begin with a snapshot view of safety net
provision in 1994, prior to the substantial
changes brought about by PRWORA (see figure

1 and table 3), and at about the moment when
Kathryn Edin and Laura Lein (1997) were col-
lecting their data for the book Making Ends
Meet. Looking first at programs that provide
income support, we see that the annualized
AFDC cash assistance benefit in 1994 was about
$7,200 (in 2022 dollars) for low-income families
with children in the median state and an aver-
age annualized Food Stamp benefit (a near-
cash benefit) for households with children of
about $4,000, a combination which represented
less than 50 percent of the poverty threshold
for a family of three (United States Census Bu-
reau 2025). Other income supports betrayed
similar inadequacies: the most generous (SSI
for disabled children) still fell below half the
poverty line ($9,500 annualized average bene-
fit); UI offered an average benefit of less than
$5,000 per spell of receipt (average benefit x du-
ration); and for a family of three at the poverty
line, state income taxes (including credits)
yielded a small net loss or tax liability of about
$45. Child support collected through state en-
forcement agencies resulted in an average
transfer from noncustodial parents to custodial
parents of just over $5,000. In terms of educa-
tion and health supports for children, annual
per-child spending on preschool and early edu-
cation and childcare were the most robust (ap-
proximately $7,800 and $7,500 in the median
state, respectively), while child health insur-
ance spending ($3,300 per child) was substan-
tially less.

Turning to inclusion, cash and food assis-
tance had the broadest reach in 1994 but even
then were received by just under 60 percent and
65 percent of low-income families with chil-
dren, respectively (see figure 1).” Just over 40

6. While there is no standard metric for determining significant differences in the COV or Gini, we use a bootstrap
method that generates a sample of COVs or Ginis for each yearly comparison and estimates the probability that
the observed difference is random. In the bootstrapping process, we resample pairs of observations by state
rather than resampling based on year values. This leads to much lower variation in the bootstrap estimates
because state values are highly correlated over years. To determine when a change in COV or Gini is statistically
significant, we test the differences across two years using a cut-off of p <.05 (see Kenworthy 1999 for a similar
approach).

7. The designation of low-income in the findings follows rough programmatic thresholds: pretax and transfer
(market) income below 100 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) for cash assistance, childcare, and taxes;
130 percent for food assistance; 200 percent for SSI; and 300 percent for child health insurance (see table 2
for more specific measurement details). These differences are important for our measure of inclusion, as low (or
high) rates of inclusion carry different implications depending on the FPL thresholds.
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Figure 1. Median Trends in Generosity and Inclusiveness, 1994-2022

Panel A: Generosity Trends, 1994-2022
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percent of low-income single-parent families
received payments from a child support obliga-
tion or fell under the state income tax thresh-
old for incurring tax liabilities, and just over a
third of unemployed workers received unem-
ployment benefits. Fewer than two in ten low-
income children under age thirteen received
subsidized childcare, and the relatively gener-
ous SSI program reached fewer than three in
one hundred low-income children (defined as
up to 200 percent of the federal poverty level
[FPL]). In terms of child-focused services, ap-

proximately 50 percent of low-income children
(defined as up to 300 percent of the FPL) re-
ceived health insurance through the Medicaid
program in 1994 but fewer than 20 percent of
three- to four-year-olds were enrolled in Head
Start or state pre-K programs.

In sum, social citizenship, as captured by
levels and rates of provision in 1994, was a
patchwork of inadequate and fragmented sup-
port with limited reach into the population of
low-income families with children. Narrow and
categorical boundaries of assistance under-
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Table 3. Generosity and Inclusion Cross-State Variation, 1994 and 2022

47

Range
Program / Dimension Mean SD cov GINI (90/10) 10th Median 90th
Generosity
Cash assistance
1994 7,821 2,906 0.37 0.21 2.98 4,010 7.247 11,934
2022 5,174 2,406 0.46 0.25 3.44 2,391 5,101 8,227
Absolute A 1994-2022 -2647%** -500 0.09 0.04 0.46 -1619 -2145 -3707
Percentage A 1994-2022 -33.84 -17.23 25.11 20.10 1560 -40.37 -29.60 -31.06
Food assistance
1994 3,999 398 0.10 0.05 1.27 3,498 3,985 4,445
2022 5,242 670 0.13 0.07 1.31 4,463 5,221 5,868
Absolute A 1994-2022 1244%%* 272" 0.03 0.01 0.04 966 1237 1423
Percentage A 1994-2022 31.1 68.3 28.39 24.78 3.44 27.6 31.0 32.0
Unemployment insurance
1994 4,840 1,458 0.30 0.17 2.23 3,217 4,671 7,188
2022 5,680 1,941 0.34 0.19 2.64 3,130 5,789 8,263
Absolute A 1994-2022 840" 483" 0.04 0.02 0.41 -87 1118 1075
Percentage A 1994-2022 17.4 33.1 13.4 14.4 18.2 -2.7 23.9 15.0
Supplemental Security Income
1994 9,602 435 .05 0.02 1.13 9,148 9,527 10,348
2022 8,750 237 .03 0.01 1.07 8,400 8,765 9,004
Absolute A 1994-2022 =51%** -197" -0.02"" -0.01" -0.06 -748 -762 -1344
Percentage A 1994-2022 -8.9 -45.4 -40.1 -39.2 -5.3 -8.2 -8.0 -13.0
State income taxes
1994 -96 300 0.57 0.30 n/a? -449 -44 93
2022 410 699 0.65 0.34 n/a? -152 43 1,673
Absolute A 1994-2022 506*** 399*** 0.08 0.04 n/a? 296 86 1,580
Percentage A 1994-2022 n/a? 133.1 14.3 13.4 n/a? -66.1 a 1,696.1
Preschool and early education
1994 8,142 2,004 0.25 0.14 2.00 5,571 7.815 11,151
2022 10,208 2,703 0.26 0.15 2.21 6,233 10,490 13,755
Absolute A 1994-2022 2,066*** 699 0.02 0.01 0.21 662 2,676 2,604
Percentage A 1994-2022 25.4 34.9 7.6 7.2 10.3 11.9 34.2 23.3
Childcare
1998 8,066 2,407 0.30 0.16 2.07 5,520 7,596 11,434
2020 9,075 2,104 0.23 0.13 1.97 6,299 9,084 12,380
Absolute A 1998-2020 1,009 -302 -0.07 -0.03 -0.11 778 1488 946
Percentage A 1998-2020 12.5 -12.6 -22.3 -20.6 -5.11 14.1 19.6 8.3
Child support
1994 5,425 1,145 0.21 0.12 1.83 3,760 5,485 6,871
2022 3,560 659 0.19 0.10 1.66 2,821 3,398 4,691
Absolute A 1994-2022 -1,865***  -486***  -0.03 -0.02 -0.16 -939 -2,087 -2,180
Percentage A 1994-2022 -34.4 -42.5 -12.3 -15.4 -9.01 -25.0 -38.0 -31.7
Child health insurance
1994 3,343 890 0.27 0.14 2.03 2,288 3,314 4,650
2021 3,073 662 0.22 0.12 1.78 2,330 2,939 4,157
Absolute A 1994-2021 -270 -229 -0.05 -0.03 -0.25 42 -374 -493
Percentage A 1994-2021 -8.1 -25.7 -19.1 -17.6 -12.2 1.8 -11.3 -10.6
(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Range
Program / Dimension Mean SD Ccov GINI (90/10) 10th Median 90th
Inclusion
Cash assistance
1994 0.58 0.16 0.28 0.16 2.09 0.38 0.59 0.78
2022 0.17 0.14 0.82 0.42 10.51 0.04 0.13 0.43
Absolute A 1994-2022 -0.41*** -0.02" 0.54™ 0.26™ 8.42 -0.34 -0.46 -0.35
Percentage A 1994-2022 -71.0 -16.4 188.5 164.1 403.5 -89.2 -77.8 -45.5
Food assistance
1994 0.63 0.09 0.15 0.09 1.53 0.50 0.64 0.76
2020 1.07 0.21 0.19 0.11 1.68 0.83 1.05 1.4
Absolute A 1994-2020 0.45***  0.12***  0.04" 0.02 0.15 0.33 0.41 0.64
Percentage A 1994-2020 71.4 118.0 27.2 254 9.7 66.8 65.8 83.0
Unemployment insurance
1994 0.34 0.10 0.30 0.17 2.34 0.22 0.34 0.51
2022 0.33 0.12 0.37 0.21 2.70 0.18 0.32 0.49
Absolute A 1994-2022 -0.02 0.02 0.07" 0.04 0.36 -0.04 -0.02 -0.01
Percentage A 1994-2022 -4.8 16.9 22.9 22.4 15.1 -16.9 -6.6 -4.4
Supplemental Security Income
1994 0.03 0.01° 0.36 0.20 2.51 0.02° 0.03 0.04
2022 0.04 0.01¢ 0.31 0.17 2.50 0.02b 0.04 0.05
Absolute A 1994-2022 0.01***  0.00 -0.05 -0.03 -0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01
Percentage A 1994-2022 33.4 14.3 -14.3 -14.2 -0.17 29.7 39.8 29.5
State income taxes
1994 0.42 0.12 0.28 0.15 2.29 0.26 0.42 0.58
2022 0.33 0.11 0.34 0.19 2.24 0.22 0.29 0.50
Absolute A 1994-2022 -0.09***  0.01 0.06 0.04 -0.05 -0.04 -0.13 -0.08
Percentage A 1994-2022 -21.1 -4.2 21.4 19.6 -1.9 -12.2 -32.4 -13.9
Preschool and early education
1994 0.15 0.06 0.38 0.21 2.72 0.08b 0.14 0.23
2022 0.24 0.12 0.51 0.29 4.87 0.08b 0.24 0.40
Absolute A 1994-2022 0.09***  0.06***  0.13" 0.08™ 2.15 0.00 0.10 0.17
Percentage A 1994-2022 63.3 121.6 35.7 38.7 79.2 -3.5 71.0 72.9
Childcare
1998 0.20 0.07 0.36 0.20 2.74 0.11 0.19 0.30
2020 0.19 0.10 0.48 0.25 3.47 0.10 0.18 0.36
Absolute A 1994-2020 -0.01 0.03 0.12 0.05 0.73 -0.01 -0.01 0.06
Percentage A 1998-2020 -2.1 29.8 32.5 25.3 26.3 -4.7 -6.6 20.4
Child Support
1994 0.46 0.16 0.35 0.20 2.79 0.24 0.43 0.68
2022 0.77 0.23 0.29 0.16 2.23 0.52 0.73 1.16
Absolute A 1994-2022 0.31***  0.07" -0.06" -0.04" -0.56 0.28 0.30 0.48
Percentage A 1994-2022 68.3 40.9 -16.3 -17.9 -20.2 112.3 70.1 69.5
Child health insurance
1994 0.46 0.10 0.21 0.12 1.72 0.34 0.48 0.58
2021 1.20 0.21 0.18 0.10 1.63 0.90 1.19 1.47
Absolute A 1994-2021 0.74***  0.11*** -0.03 -0.02 -0.09 0.56 0.71 0.89
Percentage A 1994-2021 159.9 118.1 -16.1 -18.5 -4.9 165.0 148.4 152.1

Source: Authors’ calculation from the SSNP data.

Note: Values for the first and last year of data availability. State income tax values are calculated only for the forty-one

states with state income tax.

2 Percentage change was not calculated because of a negative number.
b The first and the last year estimates differ in the third decimal place.

*p <.05; *p <.01; **p <.001
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scored uneven inclusion across programs and
states; meager benefit levels underscored the
uneven and inadequate generosity of assis-
tance for those receiving assistance.

Between 1994 and 2022, a combination of
policy and program changes and policy inac-
tion (that is, policy drift) yielded a universe of
social policies that increasingly undermined
the autonomy of its recipients (both by erecting
conditions to direct assistance and by leaning
more on in-kind supports), narrowed its atten-
tion to low-income children, and offered sup-
port (most notably during recessions) with
temporary or time-limited benefits. These
changes are illustrated by looking at the multi-
program trends in the generosity of benefits
and the inclusiveness of receipt.

The passage and implementation of
PRWORA in 1996 ushered in substantial changes
not only to the cash assistance program for
low-income families with children but also to
food assistance, child support, childcare, and
child health insurance (Blank 1997; Ziliak 2016).
PRWORA rendered cash assistance conditional
and temporary, leading to a sharp decline in
the rate of receipt (from 43 percent of low-
income families with children in 1997 to 24 per-
cent by 2007). The increase in poverty brought
on by the Great Recession underscored the lim-
its of the new program; instead of a corre-
sponding increase in TANF caseloads, casel-
oads continued to fall, resulting in an almost
20 percent reduction in the rate of inclusion
during a period of heightened need. This lack
of responsiveness was more troubling when
paired with a parallel decline in the average an-
nualized benefit which fell from about $7,250
in 1994 to $5,800 in 2007, to just $4,700 by 2013,
and recovered only slightly ($5,100 in 2022) dur-
ing the COVID recession.

While the decline in cash assistance oc-
curred in all states, there was substantial vari-
ation in the levels and trends of support (see
figure 2 and table 3). Under AFDC, federal stan-
dards were minimal, and states enjoyed broad
discretion with respect to the definition of need
and corresponding benefit levels. This is re-
flected in the wide cross-state variation in
AFDC generosity in 1994: at the 10th percentile,
the annualized average monthly benefit was
about $4,000 (in 2022 dollars), but the benefit

at the 90th percentile was almost three times
that. With the transition to TANF, states were
granted nearly unfettered discretion in the ex-
penditure of TANF block grant funds (Parolin
2021), and the extent of cross-state variation in
the generosity of benefits increased from a Gini
of 0.21 in 1994 to a Gini of 0.25 by 2022, repre-
senting a 20 percent increase in cash benefit
inequity overall. All states reduced spending
per family on cash assistance over the next two
decades, but the most dramatic absolute reduc-
tions were in the most generous states. This
can be seen in figure 3 by comparing the loca-
tion of the most generous states in 1994 to
those in 2022, a decline in generosity of more
than $3,700 at the 90th percentile.

Turning to inclusion in cash assistance, in
1994 only 38 percent of low-income families
with children received cash assistance at the
10th percentile, versus 78 percent at the 90th
percentile (see figure 2 and table 3), reflecting
states’ broad rulemaking (eligibility) and ad-
ministrative discretion. With the transition to
TANF, states were required to specify terms of
receipt related to work requirements, family
caps, time limits, and sanctions (Soss et al.
2001; Nadal-Fernandez et al. 2025). As a result,
all states experienced rapid declines in inclu-
sion, especially throughout the 1990s and
2000s. By 2022, inclusion had fallen at the 10th
percentile by an incredible 89 percent (repre-
senting a collapse in the rate of inclusion from
almost four in ten families in 1994 to just four
in one hundred by 2022). The decline in inclu-
sion at the 90th percentile was also substantial,
ending the period in 2022 at 0.43—nearly the
same rate as that of the 10th percentile in 1994
(0.38).

The overall pattern is one of downward di-
vergence on both measures: generosity and in-
clusion both declined at the median, generos-
ity collapsed at the top end of the distribution,
inclusion collapsed at the bottom, and cross-
state variation increased for both. Comparing
the levels of generosity and inclusion of indi-
vidual states in 1994 to that of 2022 illustrates
the downward divergence of both generosity
and inclusion, as well as some telling regional
patterns (figure 3). Southern states (indicated
by the diamond symbols in figure 3), for exam-
ple, crowded below the median on both mea-
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Figure 2. Cross-State Variation Trends in Generosity and Inclusiveness, 1994-2022
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Panel B: Inclusion Cross-State Variation, 1994 and 2022
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Source: Authors’ calculation from the SSNP data.

Note: Tax = State income tax; Cash = Cash assistance; CCare = Childcare; Pre-K = Preschool and Early
Education; CHSupp = Child support; Ul = Unemployment insurance; Health = Child health insurance;
Food = Food assistance; SSI = Supplemental Security Income. The left and right ends of each bar rep-
resent the 10th and 90th percentiles, respectively.
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Figure 3. Cash Assistance, Inclusion and Generosity, 1994 and 2022
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Source: Authors’ calculation from the SSNP data.

Note: The same shapes are used to represent US regions across both years. Shapes with dark outlines
correspond to 1994, and shapes without outlines correspond to 2022. Animated versions of figures 3
through 7 are available at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/1/34/tab-supplemental.

sures in both 1994 and 2022—a legacy of the
deeply racialized history of cash assistance. By
the same token, Northeastern and Western
states were the most inclusive and generous in
both years.® The larger patterns here are telling.
Broad state discretion under AFDC yielded
wide variation with regard to both inclusion
and generosity. The transition to TANF in-
creased discretion in financing and administra-
tion, while at the same time constraining states
in rulemaking (by requiring new conditions
and terms).

While traditional cash assistance declined,
the federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

(Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015) and tax credits for
children (McCabe and Popp Berman 2016) in-
creased. However, these shifts were not just
from a transfer to tax mechanism. They re-
flected a narrowing of the boundaries of provi-
sion, effectively restructuring the most gener-
ous forms of assistance as rewards for work
rather than responses to need (Blank 2018;
Edin and Shaefer 2015), and they provided the
largest benefits to the near poor, leaving the
deeply poor worse off (Parolin et al. 2023).

The one form of income support that re-
mained stable and relatively generous over this
time was cash assistance for disabled children

8. In some cases, the change was much starker on one measure. In Louisiana and Georgia, for example, inclusion
fell dramatically (from 0.40 to 0.03 in Louisiana, from 0.70 to 0.03 in Georgia) between 1994 and 2022, but
because both states legislated benefit increases in recent years, generosity actually increased (from $3,700 to
$5,100 in Louisiana, from $5,700 to $8,500 in Georgia). At the other extreme, Oregon saw little change in inclu-
sion (0.46 in 1994, 0.49 in 2022) but slashed its annualized benefit by almost three-quarters (from $8,900 to

$2,500).
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(SS1), a program marked by clear (if narrow)
boundaries and a high floor of federal benefits.
The average SSI benefit remained relatively sta-
ble during this period (hovering just above an
annualized benefit of $9,000 at the median).
Median inclusion remained very low, with be-
tween 3 and 4 percent of low-income children
receiving assistance from 1994-2022 (figure 1).
Cross-state variation in generosity and inclu-
sion was minimal (figure 2), reflecting the lim-
ited discretion afforded states. Some states
added small supplements to the federal benefit
(Erkulwater 2015; Duggan et al. 2016), often to
sustain commitments made in pre-1972 pro-
grams. Limited discretion in administration
also dampened state-to-state variation in SSI
inclusion, because the program relied heavily
on referrals by intermediary organizations pro-
viding health and education services to chil-
dren, intrastate variation (that is, rural vs. ur-
ban) was more profound (Schmidt and Sevak
2017; Wittenburg et al. 2015).

The new regime of work-conditioned assis-
tance rested, at least in theory, on the provision
of ancillary supports (especially childcare) that
would make labor market participation feasi-
ble. However, both the amount provided to sub-
sidize the cost of childcare, and the availability
of this benefit have been limited. At the median
in 1998, the average benefit was $7,600 which
increased only slightly (to about $9,000) by 2020
(figure 1); fewer than two in ten low-income
children received subsidized childcare in 1998,
arate that barely budged over the next 24 years.
The absence of such support compounded the
erosion of autonomy and the narrowing of op-
tions for support.

Reflecting a history of different state welfare-
to-work programs (Greenberg et al. 2009) and
the consolidation of childcare funding streams
into the CCDF (Meyers et al. 2002), the provi-
sion of childcare varied widely. In terms of gen-
erosity, in 1998 (ranging from $5,500 at the 10th
percentile to $11,400 at the 90th), a gap that
closed marginally by 2020 as overall generosity
rose, a slight upward convergence (figure 4).
Variation in inclusion was similar but widened

between 1998 and 2020, as a small increase at
the 90th percentile (from 0.30 to 0.36) was ac-
companied by a slight decrease (from 0.11 to
0.10) at the 10th (a slight upward divergence).
Tellingly, inclusion and generosity in childcare
echoed the same regional pattern: those states
at the bottom of the distribution in cash assis-
tance (most from the South) also failed to offer
meaningful work supports in the bargain.

The paternal (and punitive) logic of post-
1996 social provision was especially evident in
the increasingly muscular and aggressive sys-
tem of child support enforcement and collec-
tions. Increased enforcement and collection
efforts yielded a substantial increase in the pro-
portion of families with a collection (from 49
percent in 1997 to 82 percent in 2007), but a cor-
responding decline in the average amount col-
lected per case per year, from approximately
$5,400 to $3,700 (figure 1). Post-TANF enforce-
ment mandates narrowed state variation on
both generosity and inclusion. Variation in gen-
erosity, increasingly shaped by differences in
income and judicial support guidelines
(Venohr 2013), showed a downward conver-
gence; variation in inclusion, reflecting the dra-
matic increase in collections, showed an up-
ward convergence (figure 2).

After 1994, social policy increasingly nar-
rowed its categorical boundaries, largely by re-
serving its attention to children (or families
with children), especially in the provision of in-
kind benefits and services. In the case of health
insurance, CHIP in 1997 and expansions of the
eligibility criteria for CHIP and Medicaid, re-
sulted in dramatic increases in inclusion—
from 48 percent of low-income children en-
rolled in 1994 at the median, to 82 percent by
2007, to over 100 percent by 2020.° While states
enjoyed considerable discretion in setting eli-
gibility thresholds, CHIP’s generous financing
formula incentivized and enabled them to raise
those thresholds, yielding dramatic increases
in inclusion across the distribution (figure 2):
in 1994 inclusion ranged from 0.34 at the 10th
percentile to 0.58 at the 90th ; by 2021 it ranged
from 0.90 to 1.47. This dramatic pattern of up-

9. An estimated inclusion measure over 100 percent results from states having eligibility criteria and enrolling
children in Medicaid and/or CHIP whose family income is above 300 percent of the FPL (see table 2 for more

measurement details).
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Figure 4. Childcare, Inclusion and Generosity, 1998 and 2020
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Source: Authors’ calculation from the SSNP data.
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ward convergence (figure 5) pushed the least
inclusive states in 2021 beyond the most inclu-
sive from 1994 and left only six states (three in
the Midwest, three in the Mountain West) with
inclusion rates under one. The rollout of the
CHIP program, alongside other changes in
health-care financing and access (including the
Affordable Care Act), narrowed state-to-state
differences in generosity (the 90-10 ratio fell
from 2.03 to 1.78).

Food assistance (across several programs in-
cluding school-based meal programs, the Spe-
cial Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children [WIC], and
SNAP) also underscored the shift to in-kind
supports targeted at children. In the case of
SNAP, inclusion initially declined in the wake
of welfare reform but rebounded when the 2002
Farm Bill instituted several changes designed
to increase enrollment among eligible popula-

tions (Ziliak 2015). Between 2001 and 2007
alone, inclusion at the median grew from 49
percent to 67 percent (figure 1). Lack of respon-
siveness in cash assistance was contrasted with
the continued growth in SNAP inclusion, but-
tressed by temporary expansions during the
Great Recession (Bitler and Hoynes 2016): the
number of participating households with chil-
dren outpaced the increase in family poverty,
resulting in a rate of inclusion that grew to 82
percent by 2010 and 105 percent by 2020. As
with health insurance, the dramatic increase in
inclusion was reflected across the distribution
(figure 6).

During this period, cross-state variation in-
creased in both generosity and inclusion (table
3). While SNAP is paid entirely with federal dol-
lars, states can exercise administrative discre-
tion—Dby investing in outreach or streamlining
applications, for example—in such a way as to
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Figure 5. Child Health Insurance, Inclusion and Generosity, 1994 and 2021
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boost participation (Currie 2003; Gunderson
2015; Ziliak 2015; Ziliak et al. 2015) or to slow
program growth and discourage or deny appli-
cants, sometimes called “soft diversion” (Edin
and Shaefer 2015). Uneven administrative ca-
pacities or intentional administrative burdens
(Barnes et al. 2023; Fox et al. 2023) leave some
states short of the USDA’s expectation that eli-
gible households receive benefits within thirty
days of application. This, paired with the use
of broad-based eligibility in many states, gener-
ated growing variation in inclusion (figure 6)
even in a putatively federal program. Much of
this variation occurred above the median: in-
clusion nearly doubled at the 90th percentile
(from 0.76 to 1.4) between 1994 and 2020—a pat-
tern over the full 1994-2020 era of upward di-
vergence.

Other child-focused programs betrayed
mixed patterns of growth and variation. In
early childhood education (ECE), generosity at

the median grew from $7,800 in 1994 to $10,500
in 2022, a change that encompasses a marked
increase from 1994 to 2006, a corresponding de-
cline through 2014, and another increase in the
last decade. Inclusion grew modestly (from 0.14
to .24) with growth concentrated at the median
and above, reflecting disparate growth in state
pre-K programs (by 2022, inclusion ranged
from 8 percent of three- to four-year-olds par-
ticipating in state pre-K or Head Start programs
at the 10th percentile to 40 percent at the 90th).
Variation in generosity reflected a modest up-
ward divergence. As with generosity (table 1),
higher levels of state discretion (ECE policies
other than Head Start are set almost entirely by
states or school districts) yielded widening vari-
ation in program inclusion.

In this new world of conditional and nar-
rowly targeted social policy, the provision of
temporary supports was increasingly impor-
tant. Unemployment insurance is strictly work-
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Figure 6. Food Assistance, Inclusion and Generosity, 1994 and 2020
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conditioned, both by its eligibility terms (a re-
cord of earnings in covered employment) and
by benefit levels and job search requirements
designed to hasten reemployment. Rulemak-
ing in Ul is premised on substantial state dis-
cretion, which leaves the level and duration of
benefits, and the details of monetary and non-
monetary eligibility to state plans (O’Leary et
al. 2020; Blaustein 1993). Trends in generosity
and inclusion from 1994-2022 (figure 1) are not
linear in either direction but instead reflect
shifts in rates of unemployment and temporary
federal extensions or supplements (Woodbury
2015; Whittaker and Isaacs 2013; Congdon and
Vroman 2022). During the Great Recession, fed-
eral spending increased the median UI benefit
from $5,600 to over $6,600 and pushed inclu-
sion at the median from 44 to 57 percent; by
2020, UI generosity and inclusion were back at
or near their 2007 levels (table 3).

Variation in UI generosity (the average

weekly benefit times the average weekly dura-
tion of receipt) reflects both underlying differ-
ences in wages from state to state, and discre-
tion in program rules—especially constraints
on duration imposed by a number of states in
the wake of the Great Recession. That variation
widened over time as net increases at the me-
dian and above were accompanied by a small
decrease at the 10th percentile (upward diver-
gence). Changes in variation with respect to in-
clusion were similar, with the largest losses at
the 10th percentile (downward divergence).
Such discretion—and its outcomes—is region-
ally patterned (figure 7), generated by both
lower base wages in southern states and more
restrictive terms of receipt. Such discretion is
important during economic expansions but is
muted during recessions when federal pro-
grams (statutory and temporary) increasingly
step in to relieve state programs: federal spend-
ing met 20 percent of total UI costs during the
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Figure 7. Unemployment Insurance, Inclusion and Generosity, 1994 and 2022
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2001 recession, 56 percent during the Great Re-
cession, and over 78 percent during the COVID
pandemic (O’Leary 2013; Spadafora 2023).

We identify three main shifts in social provi-
sion since the early 1990s: first, that all forms
of assistance are increasingly conditioned (es-
pecially by labor force participation); second,
that the boundaries of inclusion are increas-
ingly narrow (especially targeted at children);
and third, that benefits are inadequate (in part
because they have been confined to temporary
programs sustained only during exceptional
moments of economic crisis). We observe evi-
dence of these shifts in the decline in cash as-
sistance generosity and inclusion following
PRWORA in 1996, growth in programs such as
early education and child health insurance,
and the fleeting expansions of UI and food as-
sistance during the Great Recession and the
COVID pandemic. Further, we show that state
discretion in rulemaking, financing, and ad-

respond to 2022.

ministration contributes to wide variation in
social provision, and that the level and form of
state discretion generate often stark inequities
in social provision across both states and pro-
grams.

States use discretion, in some cases, to
make similar choices, resulting in a reduction
in cross-state variation (convergence); in oth-
ers, they make dissimilar choices, resulting in
an increase in variation (divergence). Mapping
this onto the trends in the median levels of gen-
erosity and inclusion, we find that, across pro-
grams, some states were more generous or in-
clusive over time (upward trending) and others
were less so (downward trending). This yields,
as summarized in figure 8, program-specific
patterns of upward divergence, upward conver-
gence, downward divergence, and downward
convergence. Most remarkably, we see no sin-
gle dominant pattern. We see—across pro-
grams and across both inclusion and generos-
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ity—both upward and downward convergence,
and upward and downward divergence. This
demonstrates that no single dynamic drives
states to change their level of commitment to
social provision (race to the bottom, rise to the
rooftops) or to become more similar (laborato-
ries of democracy) or more distinct. Regional
patterns reflect some historical legacies but
also exhibit considerable variation across pro-
grams, suggesting a complex pattern of state
choices shaped by levels and mechanisms of
discretion, by target populations, by state de-
mographics and economies, and the like.

In this new configuration of social policy,
wide disparities in program generosity and in-
clusion are not variations on national policy;
these variations are the policy—fifty worlds of
welfare in the place of any pretense of national
standards or commitments. National averages
or state medians mean little in a context in
which state policy choices mark sometimes di-
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vergent, sometimes convergent, and some-
times idiosyncratic responses to insecurity or
need. Across the recent history of such policies,
generosity and inclusion plummeted in some
programs, remained stable in others, and im-
proved in a few. In some, generosity and inclu-
sion moved in tandem; in others, the reach of
the program and the adequacy of its benefits
diverged or converged. As a result, low-income
families relied on different combinations of
support or suffered the disappearance of any
meaningful support at all.

DISCUSSION

We understand the substantive shifts described
earlier not simply as a reconfiguration of the
targets and tools of social assistance, but as an
approach to poverty governance that compro-
mises an already shaky architecture of social
citizenship. In the US case, and increasingly af-
ter 1996, the aspirational norms of robust social

Figure 8. Changes over Time (1994-2022) in Generosity and Inclusion, Median, and Variation
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citizenship—universal boundaries of eligibil-
ity, generous or adequate benefits, and uncon-
ditional terms of assistance—have faltered.
While benefits for some working parents have
increased, the jurisdictional and categorical
tangle of social provision invites and widens
inequality in social protection across jurisdic-
tions and populations, and calls into question
the very compatibility of federated politics and
social citizenship (Weaver 2019; Banting 2006).

Across this era, the reach of social policies
and the experience of recipients were stunted
by increasingly burdensome and conditional
terms of receipt—especially the expectation of
labor market participation as a condition of as-
sistance or as a source of eligibility. Such con-
ditions corroded the autonomy and security of
both those who pursued them and those who
were excluded by them. They marked a stark
retreat from the idea that social policy might
reduce or eliminate the necessity of commodi-
fying one’s labor in order to maintain an ade-
quate standard of living (Dukelow 2021; Kessler-
Harris 2001). Prior to PRWORA, the choice to
work for wages reflected a complex and often
difficult calculation of material needs and fam-
ily responsibilities (Edin and Lein 1997); after
1996, such choices were displaced by mandates
and sanctions. Rooted in the welfare-to-work
logic of PRWORA, such conditions have been
extended to other programs (such as SNAP and
Medicaid) on the assumption that they might
discipline recipients or dissuade applicants
(Wething 2025; Bauer et al. 2018). More broadly,
such paternal terms of receipt enmesh recipi-
ents in coercive and punitive relationships with
state authority as a baseline condition for as-
sistance (Haney 2018; Fong and McCarthy 2026,
this issue). Our inclusion and generosity mea-
sures, on this score, trace the boundaries and
benefits of social policy but cannot fully cap-
ture the qualitative terms of receipt, including
the often-punitive lived experience of social
policies (Cherlin et al. 2002; Amerikaner et al.
2025). Such terms evoked a narrow and contrac-
tual form of citizenship in which social or civic
standing retreated, as Margaret Somers (2008,
4) has argued, from that “based on shared fate
among equals to that of conditional privilege.”
The terms of social assistance—which demand
demonstrations of worth, or administrative rit-

uals of humiliation—becomes more important
than the assistance itself.

Such terms, alongside a finer-grained cate-
gorization of eligibility across programs, have
contributed to a dramatic narrowing of bound-
aries of social provision (Bruch et al. 2023). In
this respect, the relative generosity and inclu-
siveness of child-focused programs also means
that others are shut out as the targeting of as-
sistance narrows from low-income families to
working families, from parents to children.
“Each categorization,” as Alice Kessler-Harris
(2001, 65) reminds us, “open[ing] or clos[ing] a
door to the status, social rights, and economic
security that measured progress toward eco-
nomic citizenship for someone.” Child-focused
provision undermines universalism not only by
narrowing the ambit of assistance, but by often
cleaving the interests of children from those of
their parents—curtailing the efforts of more
holistic two-generation or whole-family strate-
gies to break out of categorical silos (Sommer
et al. 2018). Despite the child-focus, some
groups of children, and in particular children
with immigrant backgrounds, face both legal
or formal exclusions from some programs (Ber-
nstein et al. 2022; Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2021),
and recent research also documents avoidance
or hesitation to take up programs due to im-
migration concerns (Gonzalez et al. 2025). Even
the security of children is subject to widely
varying jurisdictional choices or circumstances
with regard to childcare accessibility and qual-
ity, the expansion of public pre-K, and the ad-
ministration of eligibility for programs like
SNAP and SSI.

As the terms of receipt harden and the cat-
egorical reach of social programs narrows, the
simple adequacy of social provision erodes
even further. This reflects both the principle of
less eligibility that accompanies programs cal-
ibrated to labor market expectations and labor
market participation (Bonnet 2019; Piven and
Cloward 1993) and the outright exclusion of
those who cannot clear the conditional terms
or administrative hurdles to receipt (Herd and
Moynihan 2025). State and local policy discre-
tion exposes recipients to the disparate de-
mands of state and local labor markets. The
resulting inequalities are evident in both
choices made by individual states, and in their
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regional patterns. Policy devolution multiplies
opportunities for inequities in policy design,
administration, and outcomes (Kelly and Lo-
bao 2021; Soss et al. 2011; Michener 2019; Skan-
dalis et al. 2022) and has yielded a renewed ra-
cial patterning in both state policy and local
administration (Soss et al. 2008, 2011). States
with larger non-White caseloads or popula-
tions, or exhibiting deep racial inequality, are
reliably less equitable, inclusive, and generous
in their social policies (Hero 2003; Lieberman
and Lapinski 2001; Pierson 2019; Hardy et al.
2019).

Onerous terms of receipt, narrowing cate-
gorical boundaries, and the fleeting and inad-
equate scope of provision—all compounded by
jurisdictional inequities—shape not just social
provision and social citizenship, but the
broader parameters and experience of civil and
political citizenship. Unequal protection, of
course, is not lost on its recipients, whose eco-
nomic security and social citizenship rest on
both the generosity and reliability of income
and social supports (Gonalons-Pons et al. 2026,
this issue). More broadly, the structure and
substance of social policies shape the experi-
ence of those targeted (or neglected) by state
authority, and they shape their standing (or
self-perception) as citizens or valued members
of the polity commanding autonomy, respect,
recognition, and protection (Mettler and Soss
2004; Soss and Weaver 2017; Fraser 1995). While
policies structured on relatively universal and
unconditional terms might generate civic in-
clusion and incorporation (Bidadanure 2019),
those relying on conditional, paternal, and pu-
nitive terms have the opposite effect (Somers
2008; Bruch et al. 2010; Michener 2018).

While the drift of social policy since the
1990s has undermined the promise and perfor-
mance of social citizenship, the outlook is not
entirely bleak. The targeted universalism and
autonomy promised by local guaranteed basic
income pilots such as the Compton Pledge
(Constantino et al. 2026, this issue) or large-
scale experiments such as Baby’s First Year (Fla-
nagan and Halpern-Meekin 2026) provide a wel-
come contrast to the increasingly conditional
and categorical logic of our core social pro-
grams. In a similar vein, state and local innova-
tions in a wide range of policies—including

minimum wage, paid leave, and fair schedul-
ing—offer fragmented promises of more ro-
bust social citizenship. Such innovations pres-
ent challenges of scope and scale for any
jurisdiction, and they are magnified where
states have preempted the ability of municipal-
ities and counties to even entertain such op-
tions (Bogle 2024; Briffault 2018). Finally, our
assessment of social provision since the 1990s
underscores the prospect of more generous
and inclusive social policies. The growing gen-
erosity of programs like SNAP or ECE, and the
marked expansion of inclusion in programs
like SNAP and child health insurance in some
states, suggest that our social policies are not
governed by iron laws of decentralized auster-
ity or declension. Such programmatic and ju-
risdictional bright spots illuminate our ability
and capacity to do better.
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