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Transfers and taxes and the low-income population: 
Policy and research trends

In this article, we review the evolution of antipoverty policy 
over the last few decades. Second, we document the evolu-
tion of scholarship on antipoverty policy over the last 20 
years in both economic journals and at the IRP Summer 
Research Workshop. Finally, we suggest future topics for 
research on the tax and transfer system.

Evolution of antipoverty policy

We first provide a context for discussing the evolution of 
scholarship, by summarizing selected developments in anti-
poverty policy and taxation in recent decades.

Social insurance and transfer program expenditures

Figure 1 shows the evolution of spending on four programs 
specifically targeted to nondisabled, non-elderly poor 
families and individuals: Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC, now Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families, or TANF); food stamps (now called the Supple-
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The 20th anniversary of the IRP Summer Research Work-
shop offers a time to reflect on the evolution of policy relat-
ing to tax and transfer programs in the United States (and 
antipoverty policy more generally), the evolution of social 
science research, and the relationship between them. While 
there have been a number of papers that have characterized 
the evolution of antipoverty policy over the last several de-
cades, there have been fewer efforts to study the evolution of 
antipoverty scholarship over a similar period.1
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Figure 1: Total AFDC/TANF, Food Stamp, Housing, EITC, and Disability Insurance benefits, 1970–2009 (constant 2009 dollars).

Source notes can be found in J. K. Scholz, R. Moffitt, and B. Cowan, “Trends in Income Support,” Table 8 A.1, in Changing Poverty, Changing Policies, eds. M. 
Cancian and S. Danziger (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2009).
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mental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP); housing 
assistance; and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC); as 
well as Disability Insurance, which is funded through the 
social security system. In general, transfer program expen-
ditures rose from 1984 to 2004, but the increase was spread 
unevenly across different demographic groups and income 
classes. Several major developments in the time-series pat-
terns of antipoverty spending are evident:

•	 	AFDC/TANF spending and recipiency have been sharp-
ly reduced. Aid to Dependent Children (the precursor 
to AFDC) began in 1935 as part of the Social Security 
Act. The program was designed to provide cash sup-
port for children living in poor, generally single-parent 
households. In 1996, AFDC was replaced by TANF, 
which mandates work and lifetime time limits on federal 
assistance, and provides block grants to states with few 
restrictions. A combination of changes in AFDC and 
TANF, the longest economic expansion in history, sharp 
increases in the EITC, and other factors contributed to a 
52 percent decline in welfare caseloads between January 
1993 and December 1999. After the recession in 2001, 
TANF caseloads did not increase substantially from 
their historic lows. Real spending on TANF fell by 3.9 
percent a year from 2000 to 2008, despite the weakest 
economy since the Depression.

•	 Food stamps (SNAP) experienced highly variable spend-
ing. Between 1994 and 2000, real food stamp expendi-
tures fell to $19 billion from $33 billion, even though 
only modest changes to food stamp program rules were 
made by the 1996 welfare reform (primarily affecting 
immigrant households). The General Accounting Of-
fice concluded that participation fell “faster than related 
economic indicators would predict” and speculated that 
some former cash welfare recipients thought they were 
also no longer eligible for food stamps.2 Food stamp 
(SNAP) spending has increased sharply since 2000.

•	 Tax expenditures targeting low- and moderate-income 
families have increased substantially. This increase was 
driven primarily by EITC expansion. The EITC, which 
began in 1975, subsidizes earnings up to a point, after 
which it phases out. It has been expanded in Republican 
administrations (in 1986 and 1990) and in Democratic 
ones (in 1996). In contrast to TANF, the EITC is de-
signed to encourage low-skilled workers to enter the 
labor market, since nonearners do not receive the credit 
and the EITC amount rises with earnings up to about the 
poverty line. 

•	 Disability Insurance spending has grown. Disability 
Insurance is a social insurance program administered as 
part of the social security system. Rules for eligibility 
are stringent and recipients must have substantial work 
experience. Less than 40 percent of all applications are 
granted benefits. Around 9.7 million people (including 
children) receive disability benefits, which cost $118 
billion in 2009. Most recipients are pre-tax-and-transfer 

poor. Concerns over rapidly escalating costs have given 
rise to periodic “continuing eligibility reviews” that at-
tempt to reduce disability rolls by moving those able to 
work back into paid employment. In practice, it may be 
difficult to determine how particular health conditions 
affect ability to work, and this correlation may also 
change over time for some health conditions. 

•	 Medicaid expanded rapidly. Figure 2 shows outlays on 
Medicaid, which provides subsidized medical care for 
families with low income and assets or to families with 
a disabled member. At over $300 billion, Medicaid out-
lays greatly exceed expenditures on other safety net pro-
grams. The largest share of Medicaid expenditures pay 
for nursing homes of the low-income, low-asset elderly. 

We make several general observations in reviewing all pro-
gram expenditure trends. First, the U.S. population is aging, 
particularly as the baby boom generation reaches retirement. 
The elderly also have high voting rates relative to other de-
mographic groups. There is considerable political pressure 
to support and even expand programs that provide benefits 
to the elderly. Figure 2 shows that Old Age and Survivors 
Insurance (commonly called Social Security), and Medicare 
(which provides near-universal health insurance for house-
holds over 65), have had upward spending trends in recent 
decades. Second, medical care prices have increased rapidly. 
The consumer price index for medical care increased 78 
percent faster than the overall index between 1979 and 2007. 
Third, voters and policymakers appear comfortable provid-
ing support for specific needs such as medical care, food, and 
housing, rather than providing unrestricted cash payments to 
low-income families or individuals. The growth of Medic-
aid provides evidence for this; over the past 20 years, there 
have been far-reaching expansions of Medicaid to low- and 
moderate-income families with children. Finally, there are 
certain favored groups within the disadvantaged population. 
These include the elderly (if for no other reason than their 
willingness to vote), children (though not necessarily the 
adults that care for them), working individuals, and families 
with a disabled individual.

The distribution of income support

We use analyses of data from the Survey of Income and 
Program Participation to summarize changes in the level and 
distribution of income support.3 

What is the composition of poor families?

The percentage of all families in deep poverty (below 50 
percent of the poverty line) rose slightly (from 21.1 percent 
to 22. 3 percent) between 1984 and 2004. This increase is 
entirely attributable to growth in the number of very poor 
disabled families and childless families. The growth in the 
number of childless families in deep poverty represents a 
general increase in the percentage of childless adults in the 
United States over this period, rather than a shift downward 
in the income distribution within the childless group. 
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What is the targeting of antipoverty spending across 
different groups of the poor?	

Aggregate expenditures rose fairly sharply from 1984 to 
2004 for poor families, including those in deep poverty. 
These increases occurred for elderly and childless families, 
and particularly for those receiving disability-related ben-
efits. Aggregate expenditures fell, however, for one- and 
two-parent families with children who were in deep pov-
erty. These aggregate patterns are driven primarily by an 
enormous reduction in AFDC and TANF participation for 
families in deep poverty. Around 60 percent of single-parent 
families with children and with incomes in deep poverty 
received AFDC in 1984 and 1993. Only 24 percent received 
TANF in 2004. Similar reductions (from 25 percent to 10 
percent) applied to two-parent families with children who 
were in deep poverty. Participation in SNAP also fell, though 
not as much. Several income sources increased for single-
parent families with children who were in deep poverty, 
including EITC benefits, Medicaid benefits, and unemploy-
ment compensation. 

How has the targeting of antipoverty spending evolved 
over time?

United States income transfer programs are a patchwork, so 
families in different categories but with similar incomes can 
receive substantially different benefits. The core non-health 

safety net programs available to non-elderly, nondisabled 
families and individuals, for example, grew by 44 percent 
between 1984 and 1993, far faster than the growth in the 
number of families. Between 1993 and 2004, however, these 
benefits fell in real terms by 13.4 percent.4

Implications of income support changes

The policy developments affecting poor families with chil-
dren were purposeful. The substantial EITC expansions were 
made in part with the idea that they rewarded work, augment-
ing the incomes of low-income working families “playing by 
the rules.” One goal of “ending welfare as we know it” was 
to create a safety net that better reflects the norms of broader 
American society. The hope was that by providing states 
with greater flexibility and by imposing lifetime limits on 
TANF receipt, families would become much less reliant on 
welfare. In some sense that hope has been realized—TANF 
receipt today is much lower than past AFDC receipt.

When focusing on market income, there are significantly 
fewer single-parent families in deep poverty. The reduction in 
the number of single-parent families in 2004 is consistent with 
TANF achieving at least part of its goals. But these changes 
also make benefits less available to poor families with chil-
dren. Those who are either unable or unwilling to work now 
have to get by with fewer publicly provided resources. 
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Figure 2. Total benefit payments on Old Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) and outlays for Medicare and Medicaid, 1970–2009 (constant 2009 dol-
lars).

Source notes can be found in J. K. Scholz, R. Moffitt, and B. Cowan, “Trends in Income Support,” Table 8 A.1, in Changing Poverty, Changing Policies, eds. M. 
Cancian and S. Danziger (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2009).
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Taxation

Figure 3 shows the sum of average effective federal income 
and payroll tax rates from 1960 through 2009 for four dif-
ferent family types.5 Between 1960 and 1974, tax burdens 
tended to be substantial, and the pattern of average tax rates 
was strikingly compressed. The difference in average effec-
tive tax rates between the families with income three times 
the poverty line and families with income equal to the pov-
erty line ranged from 6.0 to 9.3 percentage points. By 1974, 
average effective tax rates on the representative poor families 
exceeded 13 percent. 

Average effective rates for families with incomes at the 
poverty line fell sharply in 1975 with the implementation of 
the EITC, only to rise to their 1974 level by 1983. Payroll 
tax rates account for much of this change, rising from 11.7 
percentage points in 1974 to 14.3 percentage points in 1986. 
Effective average tax rates on one-parent, two-child poor 
families were 15.3 percent in 1986, the highest level of taxa-
tion seen over this 50-year period.6

If the establishment of the EITC in 1975 was the first land-
mark piece of legislation affecting taxation of poor families 
with children, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 (TRA86), which 

was fully phased in during 1988, was the second. Policymak-
ers made an explicit decision to eliminate federal income 
taxes on families with incomes below the poverty line. They 
further increased the EITC to the point where the maximum 
credit in 1987 equaled the real value of the credit in 1975. 
TRA86 also indexed for inflation the EITC, exemptions, the 
standard deduction, and brackets. 

The tax legislation in 1990 and again in 1993 marked the 
beginning of the third important set of developments in the 
taxation of poor families, as the EITC increased in six con-
secutive years beginning in 1991. By 1997, the maximum 
EITC had increased to $4,887; over $3,100 more than its 
level in 1975. A one-adult, two-child family where the adult 
was working in a job with poverty-line wages (and filing a 
tax return) would have had $4,000 more in disposable in-
come in 1997 than it did in 1986. 

The gap in effective tax rates between single, two-child fami-
lies with incomes at the poverty line and married, two-child 
families with incomes three times the poverty line is now 
45.4 percentage points. As recently as 1986, it was 12.1 per-
centage points. By using the tax system as a tool for antipov-
erty policy, government substantially varies the tax treatment 
of families at different points in the income distribution.

-30%

-20%

-10%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f I
nc

om
e

Year

Single Parent, Two Children, Income at the Poverty Line
Married Couple, Two Children, Income Equal to 1.5 Times the Poverty Line
Married Couple, Two Children, Income Equal to 3 Times the Poverty Line
Married Couple, One Child, Income at the Poverty Line

Figure 3. Average tax rate: Federal income tax plus payroll tax, 1960–2009.

Source: NBER’s TAXSIM and authors’ calculations as described in the text. See http://www.nber.org/~taxsim/taxsim-calc8/ and D. R. Feenberg and E. Coutts, 
“An Introduction to the TAXSIM Model,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 12, No. 1 (Winter 1993): 189–94.
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The most recent major development affecting the taxation 
of poor families with children was the adoption in 2001 of 
a partially refundable child tax credit. The child credit is re-
fundable for many taxpayers and equals $1,000 per child in 
2010. The combination of the child credit (for upper-income 
families) and the partially refundable portion of that credit 
(for poor and near-poor families) account for the further 
reductions in effective tax rates beginning in 2000. 

Figure 4 shows the pattern of effective federal income and 
payroll tax rates for the same four family types, excluding 
the EITC. A comparison of Figures 3 and 4 shows just how 
important the EITC is in augmenting incomes of working-
poor households. 

The focus of the academic literature

There is likely to be a complicated relationship between pol-
icy developments and academic research on poverty-related 
issues. It would be naïve, for example, to expect policy to be 
entirely driven by research developments. There is consider-
able inertia to policy, due to the nature of funding streams 
and administrative infrastructure. If policy rarely changes, 
it is unlikely to be responsive to quickly moving research 

developments. Moreover, many factors in addition to cost-
benefit and efficiency considerations drive policy decisions. 

It would be similarly naïve to expect research developments 
to be entirely driven by policy trends. Scholars frequently 
look forward, anticipating issues that will likely be of future 
interest. Policymakers also set policy, at least in part, on the 
basis of what they think is right from a normative standpoint. 
Economists are trained to focus on the positive (and not nor-
mative) aspects of their work, which may reduce economists’ 
involvement in policy development. Lastly, rewards in aca-
demia come from making technical as well as policy contri-
butions. Thus, much poverty-related scholarship is devoted 
to methodological advances that may or may not have ties to 
current policy developments. Given that policy innovation is 
rarely a central focus of academic reward systems, we would 
be surprised to see an overly strong link between research 
topics and policy developments.

Before speculating further on the relationship between pol-
icy developments and academic research, it is useful to first 
document the topics that have been the focus of academic 
poverty research. We examined nine economics journals us-
ing the following keywords: poverty, poor families, welfare, 
TANF, food stamps, EITC, SSI, subsidized housing, public 

Figure 4. Average tax rate: Federal income tax plus payroll tax (excluding EITC), 1960–2009. 
 

Source: NBER’s TAXSIM and authors’ calculations as described in the text. See http://www.nber.org/~taxsim/taxsim-calc8/ and D. R. Feenberg and E. Coutts, 
“An Introduction to the TAXSIM Model,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 12, No. 1 (Winter 1993): 189–94.
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housing, WIC (a supplemental nutrition program for Wom-
en, Infants, and Children), Medicaid, training programs, and 
child care.7 

The ten most popular topics appearing in top-ranked eco-
nomics journals between 1990 and 2010, based on the search 
keywords we used, were, in order:

•	 	Poverty and inequality, 10 percent of the papers;

•	 	Intergenerational linkages, 10 percent;

•	 	Welfare and welfare reform, 9 percent;

•	 	Fertility, 8 percent;

•	 	Education, 6 percent;

•	 	Employment, unemployment and unemployment insur-
ance, 6 percent;

•	 	Child care, 6 percent;

•	 	Health, 4 percent;

•	 	Medicaid, 3 percent; and

•	 	Wealth or consumption, 3 percent.

The “poverty and inequality” category is even more hetero-
geneous than the other categories and also varies more across 
journals and over time than other topics. This category is also 
focused, at least in part, on measurement and administrative 
issues. The papers on intergenerational linkages are gener-
ally about factors affecting child well-being, though the 
category also includes papers measuring intergenerational 
correlations between children and parental attributes. The 
other categories listed above are largely self-explanatory. 

In reviewing the frequency of each topic, we are first struck 
by the relatively broad representation of poverty-related 
research in top-tier economics journals. Roughly 30 papers 
per year appear in top outlets. To some extent we cast per-
haps an inappropriately broad net since, for example, some 
of the intergenerational linkages papers have, at best, only a 
tangential poverty-related focus. At the same time, our key-
words did not explicitly focus on low-wage labor markets, 
education, or a host of additional keywords that might have 
generated additional poverty-related papers. So we do not 
claim comprehensiveness, even in this fairly substantial list 
of poverty-related papers.

Second, we were surprised by the small number of papers 
on specific programs. Only Medicaid and welfare or welfare 
reform made the top 10 topics list. We do not think it is es-
sential (or even necessarily desirable) for scholarly work 
to follow policy trends. Nevertheless, to the extent that re-
searchers would like to influence policy, it seems useful for 
research to address issues related to major tax and transfer 
program expenditures. 

Third, while there is relatively little peer-reviewed work 
investigating specific details of the large-budget antipoverty 
programs, the general outcomes that are the focus of the 

peer-reviewed scholarly work are what we would expect 
to see. Namely, factors influencing child well-being, fertil-
ity decisions, education, employment, and health are, to 
us, first-order correlates of economic well-being. It is not 
surprising that these topics are the focus of the bulk of 
poverty-related writing in economics, but it is nevertheless 
encouraging to us.

The IRP Summer Research Workshop

The IRP Summer Research Workshop (SRW) provides a 
complementary perspective on academic research on pov-
erty. There are two good reasons for assessing the 20 years’ 
worth of workshop research, in addition to the fact that the 
2010 SRW marked its 20th anniversary. First, our keyword 
search making use of EconLit (the American Economic As-
sociation’s electronic bibliography) is necessarily less than 
comprehensive. As is clear from the SRW programs, the 
applied poverty research community is doing a great deal of 
education-related work. This work is only partially captured 
by the journal tabulations described above. Second, it is 
possible that the organizers of the IRP workshop are more 
willing to highlight policy-oriented work than the editors of 
leading academic journals. Hence, summarizing the topics 
from the SRW gives a potentially valuable perspective on the 
focus of and trends in poverty-related research.

At least two issues arise with using the IRP conference as 
a window on poverty-related research. First, IRP has con-
straints that arise from its funders. For example, IRP does 
almost no work on development and global poverty, so the 
IRP workshop has not been a platform to showcase the resur-
gence of program evaluation in developing-country contexts. 
Second, the low-income workshop has tried to highlight 
work being done by younger, tenure-track poverty research-
ers rather than to necessarily showcase a representative 
sample of poverty research being conducted at a given time. 
Nevertheless, the SRW programs give insight into poverty 
research topics.

Table 1 shows the most popular SRW topics in order, along 
with the ranking of each topic according to our journal pa-
per tabulation. The most striking result is the importance of 
education-related papers. Fifty-two education papers have 
been presented, representing 15 percent of the total number 
of workshop papers. We think the fact that education-related 
papers are far more common at the workshop than in our 
tabulation from academic journals is more a reflection of 
our EconLit search strategy than a fundamental difference 
between the culture of the SRW and the tastes of academic 
journals.

The next tier of papers at the IRP workshop are on employ-
ment and unemployment, welfare reform, earnings and wag-
es, black-white issues, intergenerational linkages, marriage, 
fertility, and poverty and inequality. Three of these topics—
earnings and wages; marriage; and black-white issues—do 
not appear in the academic journals’ “top 10” topics. We 
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suspect the lack of evidence on earnings and marriage is also 
a reflection of the specification of our EconLit search. We are 
certain that with a more targeted search on wages and em-
ployment affecting low-income families and individuals, we 
would have a more extensive set of references. We are less 
sure this is the case with black-white issues, as the SRW has 
shown sustained attention to black-white differences that, we 
think, is likely not mirrored by academic publications. 

The third tier of IRP workshop papers comprises child care, 
job training, the EITC, health, international issues, neigh-
borhoods, and migration and immigration. Only child care 
and health appear on the top 10 list of peer-reviewed paper 
topics in economics journals. These topics touch on vital 
issues affecting the low-income population. But they share 
the characteristic noted with the peer-reviewed papers: few 
papers address specific programs. Only 7 percent of SRW 
papers address welfare or welfare reform, while less than 3 
percent address the EITC. Beyond this, there are few studies 
conducting evaluations or studies of specific programs. This 
suggests that the absence of studies focusing on specific pro-
grams in peer-reviewed outlets is likely to be a consequence 
of people not writing these papers, rather than there being 

an abundance of these papers that, for one reason or another, 
journal editors are unwilling to print.

The most striking intertemporal pattern that occurs with the 
summer workshop programs is the time pattern of papers on 
welfare and welfare reform. Over the 20 years, there have 
been 26 papers presented on this topic. The first year for this 
topic, however, was 1996 (when two papers were presented). 
This is the year when AFDC was eliminated and replaced by 
TANF, and several years after a large number of state wel-
fare waivers were enacted. Then 24 papers were presented 
between 1998 and 2006. None were on this topic in 2007 to 
2010. This is clearly a case where policy developments af-
fected research topics. 

Does academic research lead or lag policy?

It is not coincidence that work on welfare reform spiked 
from 2005 to 2010: research likely began immediately after 
the 1996 reforms, but there is generally a substantial lag be-
tween doing research and getting it published. It is also not 
surprising there has been a striking surge in education-relat-
ed research in recent years, given the No Child Left Behind 
legislation (and we note that education was not a search key-
word). Academic work sometimes also alters the trajectory 
of policy, as might be argued in the case of the Family Sup-
port Act in AFDC, the Negative Income Tax debates in the 
1960s and 1970s, and in political efforts to cut the EITC in 
the 1990s. In general, we think most scholars would say that 
they are doing work that should provide useful background 
information for policymakers, perhaps identifying problems 
that need addressing, even if they are not suggesting specific 
policy changes.

We are struck by the broad range of topics that have been the 
focus of antipoverty scholarship. Nevertheless, it appears 
that policy and academic writing have only modest connec-
tions. We do not necessarily think the modest connection 
highlights a problem with academic research. The types of 
questions that lend themselves to high-quality academic re-
search may not be the same as those that are central to policy 
developments. 

Directions for research

Juxtaposing program trends with patterns of academic 
research positions us to comment on gaps in the existing 
literature. Four come immediately to mind. First, between 
Disability Insurance and SSI, over $100 billion a year is 
spent on individuals with disabilities. Yet only nine papers 
have appeared in leading peer-reviewed economics journals 
on disability over the past 20 years and only one paper was 
presented at the Summer Research Workshop.8 There are a 
large number of critical issues that deserve further explo-
ration. Disability caseloads have exploded. According to 
unpublished calculations from Rich Burkhauser, rates of 
SSI recipiency per 1,000 income-eligible children was 22 

Table 1
Paper (or Presentation) Topics at the 

IRP Summer Research Workshop, 1990–2010

Number of 
Papers

Percentage 
of Total 

Workshop 
Papers

Topic Ranking 
from Journal 
Tabulation

Education 52 15% 5

Employment and 
unemployment 27 8 6

Welfare and 
welfare reform 26 7 3

Earnings and 
wages 25 7 19

Black-white
issues 24 7 21

Intergenerational 
linkages 22 6 2

Marriage 19 5 13

Fertility 18 5 4

Poverty and 
inequality 17 5 1

Child care 13 4 7

Job training 10 3 17

EITC 10 3 22

Health 9 3 8

International 
issues 9 3 30

Neighborhoods 9 3 24

Migration and 
immigration 9 3 14

Total 354



20

in 1990, and then rose sharply to 65 in 1996, largely due to 
the Zebley decision, a Supreme Court case that revised the 
childhood mental health impairment eligibility criterion to 
be consistent with the criterion that applies to adults. It rose 
to 80 by 2006 and is still rising. Further research on factors 
affecting SSI and Disability Insurance participation could be 
valuable. More work may also be useful in examining the 
link between participation in disability programs and take-
up of other safety net benefits. To what degree, for example, 
are policymakers and citizens using disability programs to 
reduce pressure on other safety net programs? Finally, work 
is a centerpiece of safety net programs targeting non-elderly, 
nondisabled families and individuals. To what extent are the 
lessons that motivated the work-based approach to antipov-
erty policy applicable to the disabled population? 

Second, one of the explicit goals of the Personal Responsibil-
ity and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), 
the 1996 welfare reform, was to increase marriage among 
low-income individuals. A great deal has been written on 
welfare reform and family structure, and the EITC and fam-
ily structure; the effects appear to be small or nonexistent. 
Given the existing body of work, there may just not be much 
more to do. But the stakes of enhancing understanding of the 
factors affecting marriage and fertility decisions—includ-
ing wage rates, employment, neighborhood characteristics, 
crime, and housing arrangements—are high. It is widely be-
lieved that having two adults in the household generally en-
hances child well-being. And in general, an overarching goal 
of much poverty research is to discover insights that may 
help people to escape poverty, whether through education, 
broader dimensions of human capital acquisition, training, 
and through choices they make about marriage and fertility.

Third, a striking result is that there are few direct studies 
of major programs, including Disability Insurance, SNAP, 
housing, and a host of smaller safety net programs. Given 
that few such studies have been presented at the Summer 
Research Workshop, we suspect the absence of studies on 
these topics in top peer-reviewed journals is because they are 
not being written. We further suspect high-quality economic 
and statistical analyses of these programs could be valuable. 
Most importantly, are there changes in program design that 
could enhance economic efficiency? To what degree are 
programs meeting their intended objectives? What are the 
behavioral responses to programs and to what extent do they 
mitigate program objectives? In general, we suspect there 
is a great deal more to learn about key safety net programs.

Fourth, while the 1996 welfare reform increased work, the 
earnings of most individuals who left welfare were still 
well below the poverty line, even many years after their 
exit. Hence, the degree to which work can be the primary 
antidote to poverty depends on the ability of low-skilled 
people to maintain employment that, over time, leads to 
higher incomes that allow families to be self-sufficient. More 
work is needed to develop effective ways of increasing the 
earnings of disadvantaged workers. To date, we do not have 
the research base needed to sort through approaches policy-

makers can take to enhance the economic self-sufficiency of 
disadvantaged workers. More could usefully be learned on 
these issues.n

1For examples of papers characterizing the evolution of antipoverty policy, 
see G. Burtless, “Public Spending on the Poor: Historical Trends and Eco-
nomic Limits,” in Confronting Poverty: Prescriptions for Change, eds. S. 
Danziger, G. Sandefur and D. Weinberg (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1994), 51–84; J. K. Scholz and K. Levine, “The Evolution of In-
come Support Policy in Recent Decades,” in Understanding Poverty, eds. 
S. Danziger and R. Haveman (Harvard University Press and Russell Sage 
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