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THE HARMFUL CONSEQUENCES OF WORK 
REQUIREMENTS AND OTHER OBSTACLES TO 
SERVICES FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES

Each year, federal programs provide children with affordable health care, nutritious food, stable 
housing, and early childhood education. These programs not only lift millions of children out of 
poverty each year, but also have positive long-term benefits. Children in families who accessed 
these programs have higher educational attainment, better health, and are likely to earn more as 
adults.1

Upon the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, these programs provided lifelines to millions 
of struggling families. As our country continues to recover, families face the challenges of low 
wages, skyrocketing rents, unaffordable child care, and the high cost of everyday goods such as 
food. Key assistance programs exist to supplement resources for families that are struggling to 
make ends meet.

Weakening these assistance programs by imposing funding cuts, work requirements, 
unreasonable time limits, and other unnecessary bureaucratic barriers undermines access to 
services for low income families and undercuts opportunities for their children.  These actions 
often hurt children with the greatest need, creating categories of deservedness of children 
that negatively impact their well-being and harm their short-term and long-term success. 
Holding children back in this way has adverse consequences for our economy and doesn’t 
reflect the values of our nation.

Data shows that in most low-income households with children, at least one family member is 
already working. For example, almost 90% of households with children work in the year before or 
after receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits and more than 60% 
work while receiving SNAP.2 Work requirements add a layer of bureaucracy by forcing families to 
document their existing employment.

The racist roots of work requirements for benefit programs extend far back into our nation’s 
history, starting with the slave trade and continuing today, as racist stereotypes persist about 
Black and other people of color’s willingness to work.3 Policymakers specifically designed 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, which replaced Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children (AFDC) in 1996, to limit assistance to Black mothers and children. 
TANF places extremely arduous administrative burdens on participants, such as strict work 
requirements, family caps, and time limits, and provides meager cash assistance in many 
places. Nearly 30 years of evidence show that TANF’s work requirements have failed to improve 
employment outcomes for program participants, and it should not be a model for other 
assistance programs.4

Documenting work is especially onerous for low-wage workers who often have no control 
over their schedules and whose hours may vary from week to week. Workers in immigrant 
households are more likely to be paid in cash and to lack pay stubs or paychecks, making 
employment verification difficult. Certain employers may be unwilling to provide a letter of 
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employment verification.5 Furthermore, some parents are self-employed or may not have 
an employer available to provide verification. Work requirements also do not account for 
uncompensated childrearing and caretaking of family members, work that produces large 
benefits to the collective whole. Grandparents caring for grandchildren, or parents caring for 
children with disabilities or special health care needs face particular barriers to economic 
security.

Rather than fostering economic mobility, work requirements prevent parents and caretakers 
from accessing assistance programs and support, hindering healthy child development and 
putting additional burdens on struggling families. A 2019 nonpartisan study from the National 
Academy of Sciences found that “work requirements are at least as likely to increase as to 
decrease poverty.”6 Finding and paying for child care in order to meet work requirements, which 
is already unaffordable and difficult to find, presents one additional burden for many families. 
The cost to a family of child care for two children in a center was more than annual mortgage 
payments in 44 states and the District of Columbia, and the cost of child care for an infant at a 
center was more than in-state tuition at a public university in 34 states and D.C. in 2019.7 Black, 
Hispanic, and low-income working parents find child care least affordable and accessible.8 

Some members of Congress are once again considering the imposition of work requirements, 
funding cuts, and other harmful changes to assistance programs such as Medicaid and SNAP 
that would impede access to health care and food for families with children. We already 
underinvest in our children — as First Focus on Children’s annual Children’s Budget shows, 
children do not receive their fair share of government funds.9 Despite this inequity, programs 
that benefit children are at risk of deep cuts in Fiscal Year 2024, with grave consequences. For 
example, cuts to early learning programs will unfairly harm low-income children, who show 
positive, on-time post-secondary educational outcomes as a result of these programs, as well 
as improved cognitive development, emotional development, and academic achievement.10,11,12 
As lawmakers negotiate spending levels for the FY 2024 budget, they must protect children’s 
programs along with those that benefit low-income seniors and adults.

This document is an update to our 2018 brief, The Harmful Consequences of Work Requirements 
and Other Obstacles on Families with Children,13 and explains how work requirements would 
weaken the effectiveness of assistance programs by increasing disparities for children in 
marginalized communities and undermining child health, nutrition, housing stability, economic 
security, and early childhood development.

Child Health
Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) cover more than 91 million 
Americans, including children, pregnant women, seniors, individuals with disabilities, and low-
income adults in the United States.14 Children account for more than 41 million Medicaid and 
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CHIP enrollees.15 Imposing work requirements as a condition of receiving Medicaid harms 
children, pregnant women and families and creates substantial losses in health coverage and 
access to care. Past implementation of work requirements has demonstrated that confusing 
rules, complex reporting systems and other bureaucratic red tape cause children and families 
to lose their health coverage. For example, in Arkansas, 18,000 Medicaid enrollees lost their 
coverage within the first seven months of the state implementing work requirements before a 
court order halted the program.16 When parents lose benefits, evidence shows that children do 
too, making policies such as these harmful to children’s health and development.17 Moreover, 
the ramifications of losing coverage extend beyond health care to negatively impact financial 
security, employment, housing, and many other life factors for children and families.

Imposing work requirements would exacerbate loss of coverage for children as the United 
States ends continuous coverage protections established during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
From March 2020 until April 2023, states had been required to maintain enrollment of children 
and other individuals covered by Medicaid and CHIP.18 The pandemic-era requirement led to 
significant health coverage gains for children, driving the uninsurance rate for children down to 
5.4%.19 Starting April 1, 2023, states were allowed to begin disenrolling children and families from 
Medicaid and CHIP.20 A recent report from First Focus on Children and partner organizations  
estimates that upward of 6.7 million children – disproportionately children of color – could lose 
their Medicaid and CHIP coverage.21 Missing renewal forms, confusing notices, materials that 
are not in preferred languages, and administrative errors all could cause eligible children and 
families to lose their health coverage. Federal research says that 73.6% of the kids who lose 
coverage will actually still be eligible, but will be disenrolled due to bureaucratic red tape.22 
Making families jump through additional bureaucratic hoops by imposing work requirements 
would cause even more eligible children to lose their Medicaid and CHIP coverage.

When children lose coverage they lose access to critical health services, including Medicaid’s 
Early Periodic Screening, Diagnostic and Treatment (EPSDT) benefit. EPSDT guarantees that 
children under age 21 have access to a comprehensive set of benefits that ensures they receive 
appropriate preventive, dental, mental health, developmental, and specialty services. Losing 
access to EPSDT would be harmful to children, especially those with special health care needs 
as Medicaid serves as the sole source of coverage for more than one-third of such children.23 
Losing coverage also impacts long-term outcomes for kids. Children covered by Medicaid 
during childhood have better health as adults with fewer hospitalizations and emergency room 
visits,24 are more likely to graduate high school and college,25 have higher wages and pay more 
in taxes.26 Causing families to lose health coverage by imposing work requirements risks the 
short-and long-term health and development of our nation’s children with no measurable gain.

Child Food Security and Nutrition
As the nation’s largest federal food assistance program, SNAP is the first line of defense against 
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hunger and food insecurity for poor and low income children. More than 14 million children — 
representing nearly half of the program’s participants — rely on SNAP for consistent, healthy 
meals.27 In 2021, SNAP lifted more than 800,000 children out of poverty,28 and countless studies 
show that SNAP participation improves food security, health, educational, and long-term 
economic outcomes for children.29 However, in spite of its proven effectiveness, SNAP is under 
threat from legislative proposals that will make it harder for poor and low-income families with 
children to put food on the table.

The upcoming Farm Bill will provide lawmakers an opportunity to reauthorize nutrition and 
agriculture programs, including SNAP. Some House lawmakers have suggested expanding who 
is subject to SNAP’s work requirements to now include parents and caretakers with school-
age children (age 7-18),30 resulting in 4 million children in households who could see their 
SNAP benefits reduced.31 Parents and caretakers in some states could also face a tightening of 
existing SNAP time limit rules, which were suspended during the pandemic, a change that will 
make retaining SNAP even harder for individuals struggling to find adequate employment.

Proposals to increase SNAP restrictions for Able Bodied Adults Without Dependents 
(ABAWDs) also unduly harm children in poverty. These children often depend on pooled 
resources (including SNAP benefits) from extended family members who do not claim them as 
dependents. Legislative changes that make ABAWD time limits stricter would also harm youth 
aging out of foster care and unaccompanied homeless youth over the age of 18, who already 
experience high rates of unemployment and poverty and face barriers in accessing public 
assistance programs.32

Taking food off the table is no way to help families achieve economic mobility. Instead, 
lawmakers should pursue the wide variety of available policies that would strengthen and 
protect SNAP so that it better meets the needs of families who don’t have enough to eat.33 These 
policies include maintaining the increase in SNAP benefits created by updating the Thrifty Food 
Plan to better reflect modern food costs, making it easier for families to gain SNAP eligibility 
by limiting burdensome administrative requirements, investing in nutrition education for SNAP 
participants, and ensuring vulnerable youth and young adults have access to food assistance.

Child Housing Stability
Housing vouchers provide proven long-term benefits for children, including an increase in their 
earnings as adults, when families receive and are able to use them.34 More than half of non-
disabled, working-age households receiving rental assistance have at least one family member 
who is already working but still struggle to afford the high cost of rent.35

Yet access to vouchers and other forms of housing assistance remains extremely limited — 
only one-in-four families who are eligible for rent assistance in the United States receive it.36  
Affordable housing remains one of the main barriers to economic stability for many families, 



5FIRST FOCUS | WORK REQUIREMENTS AND OTHER OBSTACLES ON CHILDREN AND FAMILIES | APRIL 2023

THE HARMFUL CONSEQUENCES OF WORK 
REQUIREMENTS AND OTHER OBSTACLES TO 
SERVICES FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES

as one-third of U.S. children live in households with a high housing cost burden,37 defined as 
spending more than 30% of the household’s monthly income on housing. 

Housing instability and homelessness are associated with an increased risk of poor 
child health,38 and cause trauma with severe negative implications for children’s healthy 
development. Child and youth homelessness is already high, with more than 1 million students 
identified as homeless by the U.S. Department of Education.39

In order to promote economic mobility and increase access to stable housing for families with 
children, lawmakers should expand access to vouchers, establish a national renters credit, 
reform federal homelessness assistance, expand access to civil legal services for families facing 
evictions and other housing disputes, and build upon partnerships between public housing 
authorities and public school systems designed to improve the educational outcomes of 
children living in subsidized housing.40

Child Tax Credit
Extensive research shows that tax credits and cash transfers influence positive parent-child 
interactions, improve child development outcomes, and have a bigger impact than any other 
policy in reducing child poverty.41 The expansion of the Child Tax Credit in 2021 delivered 
dramatic, positive results, cutting U.S. child poverty nearly in half and narrowing the racial 
child poverty gap.42 It is hard to overstate the impact of the Child Tax Credit — the payments 
transformed the lives of tens of millions of children.

Improvements to the Child Tax Credit greatly increased the amount of the credit, made 
payments available monthly for half of the year, and made children in families with little or no 
income eligible for the full credit for the first time. Analysis from Columbia University’s Center 
on Poverty and Social Policy43 found that children in the lowest income households who were 
ineligible for the Child Tax Credit prior to the 2021 enhancements — mainly Black and Hispanic 
children, young children, and children in single-parent, rural or large families — all experienced 
significant declines in child poverty in 2021.

Expanding the Child Tax Credit also significantly reduced material hardship and household food 
insecurity with “no significant differences in the changes in employment between December 
2020 and December 2021 for adults who received the payments and adults who did not receive 
the payments.”44 In fact, the Child Tax Credit actually helped mothers, especially single mothers, 
increase their labor force participation45 by allowing them to afford child care, transportation, 
and other necessities that make it possible for them to work.

With the expiration of the improvements to the Child Tax Credit at the end of 2021, nearly 
4 million children immediately fell back into poverty in January 2022.46 By July 2022, the 
percentage of households with children that reported they could not afford enough food had 
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increased by 25%.47 The lesson of 2021 tells us that a monthly Child Tax Credit delivered to 
families without any employment or earnings requirements ensures a steady source of income 
that offers the best way to help children in need. Congress must build on the success of the 2021 
improvements and create a permanent, monthly child allowance program designed to reach all 
children in households with the greatest barriers to economic stability.

Stability For Unaccompanied Homeless Youth and Youth Aging Out Of 
Foster Care
The transition to adulthood is always difficult, but it is even harder for unaccompanied homeless 
youth and youth aging out of the foster care system, who usually have little or no support to help 
them navigate higher education, housing and employment.48 

Youth in foster care and unaccompanied homeless youth disproportionately experience 
significant barriers to obtaining a high school diploma, entering college, obtaining a driver’s 
license, accessing health insurance, maintaining housing stability and obtaining steady 
employment. Surveys have found high rates of homelessness and hunger among college 
students, especially among community college students,49 and a disproportionate number of 
these students are former foster youth. Recognizing these barriers, the vast majority of states 
allow for the extension of foster care through age 21,50 and other states have extended services 
to support these young people as they age out of care. In addition, states have passed laws to 
support college students experiencing homelessness,51 but more needs to be done.52

Medicaid and SNAP help youth obtain critical health care and nutritional support, and access 
to these and other programs allows foster youth, former foster youth and unaccompanied 
homeless youth to continue their education and pursue a path to self-sufficiency and economic 
mobility. In 2014, the Affordable Care Act extended Medicaid eligibility for youth formerly 
in the foster care system up to age 26. This extension created parity of coverage between 
former foster youth and non-foster youth, who are eligible to stay on their parent’s insurance 
until age 26. Unaccompanied homeless youth have also been able to enroll in health care, 
including Medicaid, under the ACA. Access to health coverage is vital to young people who have 
experienced trauma due to abuse and neglect. Due to their experiences, youth in care often 
have significant physical and mental health care needs.53

Imposing mandatory Medicaid work requirements on childless adults will disproportionately 
affect foster youth, former foster youth and unaccompanied homeless youth. Students enrolled 
full-time in higher education classes will be particularly burdened with the responsibility of 
prioritizing their health over their studies. Imposing work requirements on foster youth and 
unaccompanied homeless youth in order for them to continue receiving health care undermines 
their ability to complete high school and attend college, and to secure housing and other basic 
necessities that set them up to succeed in the workforce.
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Similarly, SNAP plays a significant role in the health and well-being of youth aging out of care 
and unaccompanied homeless youth with no support systems. Former foster youth often 
experience poor nutrition and food insecurity, and SNAP benefits help address this problem and 
increase the likelihood of healthy adult outcomes. Expanding and increasing work requirements 
to receive nutrition assistance will undermine the ability of these young people to survive and 
will exacerbate the toxic stress they already feel.

Instead, policymakers must support these young people by continuing the improvements made 
to the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) in 2021, which nearly tripled the amount of the credit for 
low-income workers and allowed foster and homeless youth to access the EITC starting at age 
18 even while they were full-time students. Renewing these improvements would benefit many 
transition-age youth and prevent millions of low-wage, childless workers from being taxed into 
poverty.

Conclusion
Every child should have a fair chance to thrive. Policies such as work requirements that limit 
access to health care and effective anti-poverty programs will weaken the physical and mental 
health, nutrition, and educational success of the next generation.  Policymakers must build on 
what works and promote policies that ensure that every child has access to health care, proper 
nutrition, stable housing, and enough resources to support their healthy development.
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