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In the 1960s, public support for Aid for Fam-
ilies with Dependent Children (AFDC),
a federal program that provided cash bene-
fits to eligible poor families with children,
began to erode (Teles 1996). Critics of wel-
fare associated the growing number of
unwed mothers with the rising rates of
AFDC, even though the scientific evidence
offered scant support for this claim. Fueled
by the ‘‘welfare queen’’ stereotype that
Ronald Reagan hyped in stump speeches
during his 1976 campaign for the presidency,
public sentiment against AFDC reached new
heights by 1980, when a substantial majority
of Americans opposed increased spending
for welfare (Kleugel and Smith 1986). Under-
lying such attitudes was the belief that the
increasing reliance on public assistance was
due to the moral character of individuals,
not inequities in the economic and social struc-
ture of society (Melville and Doble 1988). The
term ‘‘welfare’’ had become a red flag to many
Americans, apparently signaling fraud, waste,
and abuse. It also conjured up racial resent-
ments. A 1990 study of attitudes toward pov-
erty among white middle-class Americans
revealed that when the race of the welfare
recipient was invoked, the image of unmar-
ried black women with babies aroused strong
negative responses. Young single black wel-
fare mothers were judged more harshly for
their predicament than single white mothers
and were seen, therefore, as less worthy of
government support (Iyengar 1990).

The increasingly negative reaction to
AFDC coincided with the erosion of its bene-
fits. Only six states (Alabama, Arizona,
Hawaii, Montana, New Mexico, and South
Dakota) maintained or increased the level
of AFDC benefits between January 1991
and January 1994. In nine states, benefit
levels were actually cut, sometimes more

than once, and they did not keep pace with
inflation in the remaining states. According
to one report, ‘‘At no other time in the past
twenty-five years, and perhaps never in the
history of the program, have so many states
enacted such deep cuts for so many families
over such a short time period’’ (Center on
Social Welfare Policy and Law 1994).

Accompanying these developments were
increasing calls for a major revamping of the
welfare system. In 1993 Bill Clinton and his
advisers responded to such calls and began
a discussion of welfare reform designed to
‘‘make work pay,’’ a phrase coined by the
Harvard economist David Ellwood in his
1989 book, Poor Support. Ellwood—who
was appointed Assistant Secretary for Plan-
ning and Evaluation at the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services in 1993 and
co-chaired Clinton’s Working Group on
Welfare Reform, Family Support, and
Independence—argued that the transition
from welfare to work would be eased if it
included training and job placement assis-
tance, child-care programs for working
parents, and programs to help local govern-
ments create public-sector jobs when private-
sector jobs were not available. These compo-
nents were included in early drafts
of Clinton’s welfare reform proposal, as
well as another requirement that Ellwood
suggested—time limits on the receipt of wel-
fare as soon as these provisions were in place.

However, after gaining control of Con-
gress in 1994, Republicans devised their
own welfare reform bill, called The Personal
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Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), which
required work in exchange for temporary
financial assistance. On August 22, 1996,
President Clinton signed the bill into law,
after vetoing an earlier version that included
reductions in means-tested entitlement
programs totaling almost 80 billion dollars
over seven years. Still, the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget estimated that PRWORA
would deepen poverty for poor families
with children by more than a quarter, much
to the chagrin of Senator Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, who, in the debate preceding pas-
sage of the bill, had criticized the Clinton
administration for not doing more to blunt
the harsher elements of the Republican-led
welfare overhaul and predicted that the pro-
posed legislation would lead to poor children
‘‘sleeping on grates’’ (Toner 1995).

Through PRWORA, the Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant
program was enacted on July 1, 1997, which
gave states considerably more latitude in
how they could spend government money
for welfare-related purposes than AFDC
permitted. TANF also included a five-year
lifetime limit on benefits based on federal
funds. States were allowed to impose even
shorter time limits. Although TANF
increased child-care funding subsidies for
recipients who found jobs, funding for the
all-important public-sector jobs program
for those unable to find employment in the
private sector was missing. Also, there was
a limited budget for job training.

In the years immediately following the
passing of welfare reform, supporters of
TANF argued that Moynihan and other
critics had been proven wrong. The number
of single mothers who exited welfare and
found work exceeded expectations, and
child poverty rates fell. Detractors countered
that the higher rates of employment and
lower rates of welfare and child poverty
were not particularly surprising in the latter
half of the 1990s—given the strong economic
growth, low unemployment rates, expansion
of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC),
increases in the minimum wage, and unex-
pectedly low inflation. In such a thriving
economy, which offered gainful employment
to semi- and unskilled workers, poor people
had a route to economic self-sufficiency.

In an op-ed piece published in the New
York Times on July 13, 2001, Andrew Cherlin
and I reported on a study that we conducted
with several collaborators on the impact of
welfare reform in the low-income neighbor-
hoods of Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio
(Wilson and Cherlin 2001). To monitor the
consequences of TANF, our study began
tracking a random sample of 2,458 low-
income families during the peak period of
the economic boom in 1999, and our field
workers closely observed another 235 fami-
lies as they went about their daily routines.
We reported that although some mothers
who had recently left welfare and worked
as waitresses, cashiers, shelf stockers, and
security guards had an improved sense of
self, low-wage employment alone could
not ensure that all mothers who left welfare
would become self-sufficient.

Three-fourths of the women we spoke to
in 1999 who had been off welfare for two
years or less had incomes below the federal
poverty line. They were meeting basic
expenses with government help like food
stamps and, if they were working, the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). The lon-
ger they had been off welfare, the less likely
they were to have had health insurance for
themselves or their children, because
decreases in the rates of Medicaid coverage
were not offset by increases in private insur-
ance. And many mothers had great difficul-
ties balancing work and child care without
elements of the middle-class support sys-
tem, like a reliable automobile or paid sick
leave.

We found that young women with less
education, with poorer health, and with
younger children had considerably lower
incomes and rates of employment after leav-
ing welfare than did women without these
limitations. And among those leavers who
had been on welfare for the longest periods,
employment rates and incomes were consid-
erably lower than average. Many of these
women subsisted by relying on money
from friends and family, cutting back on
necessities, and delaying payment of bills.
Accordingly, we found in 1999 that a signifi-
cant number of women had not fared well
after leaving welfare and were struggling
in what was then a booming economy. Given
these findings, Cherlin and I warned that
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‘‘we have received a lot of information about
the good news of welfare reform. Americans
need to be aware of its limitations as well.
And they must be wary of the potential for
bad news, including a sharp increase in job-
lessness among former welfare recipients, if
the economy does indeed turn sour’’
(Wilson and Cherlin 2001).

And the ‘‘bad news’’ did follow. Studies
revealed that the number of ‘‘disconnected’’
single mothers who were neither on welfare
nor working had grown substantially since
the passage of TANF, reaching one in five
during the mid-2000s. This is the group
portrayed in an important book by Kathryn
Edin and Luke Shaefer, $2.00 a Day: Living
on Almost Nothing in America (2015), which
vividly captures the recent rise of extreme
poverty in the United States. In the summer
of 2010, shortly after the end of the Great
Recession, Edin reentered the field to update
her earlier research on poor mothers (Edin
and Lein 1997) and was shocked to find
a number of struggling families ‘‘with no
visible means of cash income from any
source’’ (Edin and Shaefer 2015:xv).

To establish whether her observations
reflected a greater reality, Edin conferred
with H. Luke Shaefer, an authority on the
U.S. Census Bureau’s Survey of Income
and Program Participation (SIPP). Shaefer,
who was visiting the Harvard Kennedy
School for a semester while Edin was on
the faculty, analyzed the annual census sur-
vey interviews of tens of thousands of Amer-
ican households to determine the growth of
what he and Edin referred to as ‘‘the virtual-
ly cashless poor’’ since the passage of wel-
fare reform in 1996. Shaefer found that the
number of families living on cash incomes
below $2.00 per person, per day—a measure
adapted from the World Bank’s metric of
extreme poverty—had more than doubled,
reaching 1.5 million households in 2011.
Edin and Shaefer uncovered additional evi-
dence for the rise of such poverty in reports
from the nation’s food banks, in reports from
the nation’s schools on the rise in the num-
ber of homeless children, and from govern-
ment data on the proportion of families
receiving the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP), formerly known as
food stamps. Edin and Shaefer also

conducted in-depth ethnographic studies in
various sites, including Cleveland and
Chicago as well as a midsized Appalachian
city and rural towns in the Mississippi Delta.
In each of these areas, the authors reported
finding families persevering on cash
incomes of no more than $2 per person, per
day during certain times of the year.

Since $2.00 a Day raises serious questions
about the adverse effects of the welfare
reform legislation on the poor, it is not sur-
prising that it has come under attack in con-
servative circles. In one of the most detailed
negative responses to Edin and Shaefer’s
book, the sociologist Scott Winship, writing
for the conservative Manhattan Institute,
categorically rejects Edin and Shaefer’s con-
clusion that such extreme poverty increased
after the passage of welfare reform (Winship
2016a). He maintains that the measures they
used to capture extremely poor families are
deficient. These measures, he argues,
include household surveys that underesti-
mate the actual cash income of these families
and fail to count as income several noncash
benefits, including food stamps, refundable
tax credits, Medicaid, and housing subsi-
dies. Furthermore, he maintains, the increase
in the cost of living tends to be overesti-
mated, elevating poverty trends over time.

Using a broader measure of poverty that
adjusts for these limitations, Winship
analyzes data from the Census Bureau’s
Current Population Survey (CPS) and
concludes that child poverty, including pov-
erty among children in mother-only families,
actually declined after the passage of welfare
reform. Moreover, Winship argues that deep
poverty, poverty below half the official pov-
erty line, is probably no higher now than it
was in 1996. And extreme poverty, living
on $2 a day per person, ‘‘is so rare that we
have no hope of tracking it accurately, but
it is not likely to have steadily increased,
apart from worsening during the Great
Recession’’ (Winship 2016a:30). Far from
contributing to an increase in hardship,
Winship argues, PRWORA actually resulted
in a reduction of poverty, including child
poverty. ‘‘The idea that rolling back welfare
reform would help the poor is wholly unjus-
tified by the evidence,’’ states Winship.
‘‘Obviously much depends on the details of
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future proposals, but the facts do not even
imply that extending the lessons of welfare
reform to other safety-net programs would
be harmful to the very poor’’ (Winship
2016a:8).

However, in an empirical critique of
Winship’s study, Peter Germanis argues
that ‘‘Winship goes too far in suggesting
that ‘welfare reform’ in 1996, as reflected in
the creation of the Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) block grant, is
a success’’ (Germanis 2016:1). And he rejects
the idea that the lessons from TANF might
be extended to other safety-net programs.
Germanis, oddly enough, is a conservative
social scientist who had ‘‘worked on welfare
issues for the Heritage Foundation and the
American Enterprise Institute, and the
White House under both President Reagan
and President George H. W. Bush’’
(Germanis 2016:15).

In his critique, Germanis argues that
although Winship demonstrates changes in
poverty rates using a number of adjust-
ments, he presents no evidence of TANF’s
impacts ‘‘beyond merely asserting that it
increased employment and reduced pover-
ty’’ (Germanis 2016:1). Indeed, Germanis
argues, the impressive reduction in the child
poverty rate was due to the increased spend-
ing on low-income assistance programs such
as Medicaid, Supplemental Nutritional
Assistant Program (SNAP), the refundable
part of the Child Tax Credit, and EITC, not
to TANF. In other words, far from showing
the impact of TANF on the child poverty
rate, Germanis reasons, Winship’s analysis
actually reveals that the reduction in child
poverty is associated with the increase in
federal noncash spending for means-tested
programs, which more than doubled
between 2000 and 2014, from $110 billion to
$242.5 billion in 2014 dollars.1 ‘‘The increase
in spending alone represents over $8,600
per ‘officially’ poor child,’’ states Germanis.
‘‘Even excluding federal health expendi-
tures, the increase is still substantial ($72.6
billion)—from $77 billion in 2000 to $153.1
billion. The increase in non-health spending

alone amounted to nearly $4,700 per poor
child’’ (Germanis 2016:4). Meanwhile,
TANF spending for cash assistance for chil-
dren ‘‘declined steadily from $23.2 billion
in 1996 to $11.6 billion in 2000 to just $6.5 bil-
lion in 2014 (all in 2014 dollars),’’ a total
decline of $16.7 billion (Germanis 2016:5).
So, Germanis argues, although Winship is
correct that the child poverty rate, based on
more comprehensive measures, is lower
today, ‘‘that is only because other parts of
the safety net compensated for the failure
of welfare reform’’ (Germanis 2016:5). And,
he adds, since the expansion in other safety
net programs was aimed at, or benefited pri-
marily, the working poor, many of the fami-
lies with no workers are probably deeper in
poverty.

However, Germanis’s most important
contribution is his use of simulation models
to estimate changes in caseloads compared
to changes in the number of families eligible
to receive TANF.2 Here the figures are star-
tling. In 1996, before TANF, 79 percent of eli-
gible recipients received benefits; by 2012,
only 32 percent of eligible family recipients
received benefits. The number of very poor
families eligible for assistance who didn’t
receive it swelled from 1.2 million in 1996
to 3.8 million in 2012, an increase of 2.6 mil-
lion. ‘‘Most of these families were poor
before being pushed off TANF (or ‘discour-
aged’ from coming on it) and are poor after-
wards. The poverty rate would not pick this
up, but certainly the fact that they are deeper
in poverty should be a matter of concern’’
(Germanis 2016:9).

The sociologist Christopher Jencks
expressed a similar concern in his review of
$2.00 a Day for the New York Review of Books,
stating that ‘‘Edin and Shaefer’s descriptions
of families in extreme poverty are both con-
vincing and deeply troubling’’ (Jencks 2016).
He also argued that $2.00 a Day ‘‘makes
a strong case for blaming their misery on

1 Germanis reports that ‘‘part of the increase is
due to the Great Recession, but means-tested
spending grew steadily even beforehand’’
(Germanis 2016:4).

2 Germanis states: ‘‘For TANF, the eligibility es-
timates come from the TRIM [Transfer Income
Model] model, which has been used for over
40 years by administrations of both parties to
calculate eligibility for TANF and other pro-
grams. Program administrative data can be
used for the number of families receiving ben-
efits’’ (Germanis 2016:8).
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deliberate political choices at both the feder-
al and state levels’’ (Jencks 2016). However,
noted for not allowing ideology to influence
either his analysis of data or his conclusions,
Jencks raised ‘‘two potential objections to
their analysis that deserve discussion’’
(Jencks 2016). First, similar to Winship,
Jencks stated that Edin and Shaefer’s
approximations of ‘‘extreme poverty in
$2.00 a Day almost never include the value
of food stamps, rent subsidies, or EITC
refunds for work during the previous calen-
dar year’’ (Jencks 2016), which means that
they underestimate the resources available
to most extremely poor families.

Second, Jencks felt that Edin and Shaefer
use too broad a brush in describing extreme
poverty by including families whose income
fell below $2.00 a day per person for only one
month. ‘‘There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ rule for
deciding how long a family can survive with-
out income,’’ states Jencks, ‘‘but for some, at
least, one month need not be disastrous’’
(Jencks 2016). That said, Jencks’s own analy-
sis of a data set containing multiple measures
of household economies created by social
scientists at Columbia University based on
the Census Bureau’s recently implemented
supplemental poverty measure (SPM)—that
includes statistics on food stamps, EITC,
and other material resources—supports
Edin and Shaefer’s claims about the rise in
extreme poverty since welfare reform. Jencks
notes that since 1996 there has been growing
inequality even among the poor, with the
poorest of the poor (those with incomes at
the second percentile) being a lot worse off
in 2012 than in 1996 in both relative terms—
that is, compared to others in poverty—and
in absolute terms (Jencks 2016). And whereas
Scott Winship, in his 2016 Manhattan Report
(Poverty after Welfare Reform), neglects to talk
about the possible adverse effects of TANF
as a block grant program, Jencks—similar
to Germanis—concludes that the impact of
the federal government’s decision to hand
the fate of these extremely poor families
back to the states is ‘‘worth serious consider-
ation’’ (Jencks 2016).

A report by the nonpartisan Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) reached
a similar conclusion. Analyzing data from
fiscal year 2015, CBPP found that ‘‘states

spend only half of their combined federal
and state dollars under Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF) on core
welfare reform areas—basic assistance for
families with children, child care for low-
income families, and work-related activities
or supports—and a handful of states spend
less than 20 percent on these areas’’ (Schott
and Floyd 2017:1). States have considerable
flexibility under TANF and have attempted
to fill state budget holes by diverting funds
for the support of needy families to other
projects. During the early years of welfare
reform a strong economy decreased the
need for assistance, and states significantly
reduced the cash assistance safety net; but
when the economy weakened and need for
support swelled, states largely failed to
increase basic assistance. In addition, the
federal TANF block grant has lost one-third
of its value since 1997 because there were
no adjustments for inflation. These two
factors, the broadened dispersal of funds
and their diminished values, have resulted
in fewer state resources dedicated to serving
very poor families. The CBPP report
concludes that ‘‘The lessons of TANF spend-
ing patterns should provide a cautionary
tale for proposals to restructure other
means-tested programs along similar lines’’
(Schott and Floyd 2017:14).

Scott Winship has responded to these
kinds of criticisms, especially the salvos by
Peter Germanis (Winship 2016b). Winship
maintains that after the elimination of
AFDC, which was perceived to have violat-
ed deep-seated American values regarding
work and personal responsibility, Congress
was more generous in devising programs
to help the poor. Why? Simply because
a new welfare policy (PRWORA) that was
more consistent with American values had
been enacted. According to Winship, we
cannot assume that the expansion of the
safety net after 1996, especially in response
to the Great Recession, would have occurred
absent the passage of PRWORA and the cre-
ation of TANF. And this expansion, which
contributed to the significant reduction of
child poverty, ‘‘occurred concurrently with
dramatically falling welfare rolls and
increasing work among single mothers’’
(Winship 2016b:2). However, it bears
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repeating that the group that primarily
benefited from this expansion of the safety
net was the working poor, not those in
deep poverty or extreme poverty.

Indeed, no one disputes that the overall
drop in child poverty is related to the expan-
sion of the safety net; more controversial are
arguments about the increase in deep pover-
ty (being under half the poverty line) or
extreme poverty (living under $2 a day per
person) since the passage of welfare reform.
On this issue, Winship argues that ‘‘the avail-
able data don’t allow for strong conclusions,
but it is safe to say that neither increased by
much’’ (Winship 2016b:2). And Winship is
especially critical of claims about extreme
poverty, which he maintains is so rare that
it is difficult to reliably detect a trend. Indeed,
in a footnote to his Manhattan Institute
report, Poverty after Welfare Reform, Winship
dismisses Jencks’s argument that the poorest
of the poor have experienced significant
income declines even when adjustments
are made for noncash benefits, stating that
this conclusion probably reflects ‘‘measure-
ment problems’’ (Winship 2016a:68).

Winship’s analysis is rigorous, but so too
are the analyses of Germanis, Jencks, and
other quantitative social scientists who con-
clude, unlike Winship, that deep poverty
has appreciably expanded.3 The combina-
tion of cash and noncash benefits is crucial
to help stabilize very poor families and
keep others from sliding deeper into pover-
ty. And behind the laser focus on measure-
ment error in the calculations of deep and
extreme poverty an important message is
being lost—namely, that families rely on
a constellation of programs to achieve eco-
nomic self-sufficiency in ways that are not
captured by analyses of census data. In other
words, the lesson to underscore forcefully
here is that the day-to-day struggles of fam-
ilies trying to make ends meet by going
without, borrowing from family and friends,
and so forth, aren’t captured in large quanti-
tative data sets such as the SIPP, CPS, and
other census data. Rather, more in-depth
ethnographic studies are needed, similar to
the kind of descriptive field research that
Edin and Shaefer (2015) conducted in

several urban and rural areas, not only to
get a better grasp of what extreme poverty
entails, but a sense of the possible magni-
tude of the problem as well.

Germanis’s dramatic finding on the steep
drop in the number and percentage of poor
families who are eligible for TANF and are
actually receiving it reinforces the call for
more descriptive field research on extreme
poverty. The contention that this develop-
ment simply reflects the increasing employ-
ment of single mothers is not plausible.
Many single mothers eligible for TANF are
no doubt jobless and represent those fea-
tured in $2.00 a Day. Edin and Shaefer
emphasize in sharp relief how states have
increasingly discouraged single mothers
from reentering or entering the welfare rolls
and how many of the mothers felt that ‘‘they
were not giving welfare’’ anymore. In this
connection, as Christopher Jencks points
out in his review of $2.00 a Day, ‘‘if states
cut the cost of TANF by reducing the num-
ber of recipients, they can use the savings
for other purposes. That gives state officials
a strong incentive to discourage TANF appli-
cations. Potential applicants may have to
spend weeks applying for jobs before they
can apply for TANF. Or they may have to
produce documents that they cannot find
or do not know how to get. Understaffed
welfare offices can create long lines that dis-
courage applications. Many TANF appli-
cants also report having been turned down
with no explanations at all’’ (Jencks 2016).

In his rejoinder to critics, Winship
responded to Germanis’s criticism of TANF
as a block grant—namely that states have
diverted significant funds from poor fami-
lies to fill other budget holes, criticisms
also raised by Edin and Shaefer, Jencks,
and CBPP. Winship states:

More hyperbolically, Germanis and
others characterize TANF as a slush
fund that states use for spending that
doesn’t help poor single mothers and
their families. PRWORA did give states
much more discretion in how they
spent money that, in the past, would
had to have gone toward cash benefits,
child care, or work programs. But even
in 2014, 58 percent of TANF funds were
spent toward these ends or refundable

3 For a good discussion of these studies, see Ro-
bert Greenstein (2016).
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tax credits. That was down rather mod-
estly from nearly 80 percent in 1997.
(Winship 2016b:7)

A reduction from 80 to 58 percent in states’
use of TANF toward cash benefits, work
programs, child care, and refundable tax
credits is hardly modest, and this argument
doesn’t even take into account the fact that
the federal TANF block grant has lost one-
third of its value since 1997 because there
were no adjustments for inflation. Moreover,
in his critique of $2.00 a Day Winship
failed to address one of Edin and Shaefer’s
core arguments, namely the indispensable
aspects of cash in twenty-first-century
America, regardless of access to in-kind
benefits such as SNAP. ‘‘To be without
cash in America,’’ they argue, ‘‘is to be cut
off from society, disconnected from the
resources that could help you get out of
those desperate straits and move ahead’’
(Edin and Shaefer 2015:127). In short,
descriptive books like $2.00 a Day, based in
part on ethnographic research, are incredi-
bly important in capturing the experiences
of extremely poor families or those who are
teetering on the brink of destitution and
depend on a compendium of social programs
to stay afloat. Such experiences cannot be
portrayed by the manipulation of the kind
of quantitative statistics that Winship relies
on in dismissing the arguments about $2.00-
a-day poverty.

But if you read Winship’s rejoinder to his
critics, especially Peter Germanis, it appears
that he is beginning to acknowledge some of
the limitations of TANF as a block grant. He
states:

Critics who seek compromise with
conservatives around the design of the
future safety net would get much fur-
ther if they would not insist that welfare
reform caused a substantial increase in
child poverty—deep, extreme, or other-
wise. If they did that, they would find
that many conservatives are open to
changes in TANF, from allowing more
education and training to count as
‘‘work activities,’’ to requiring states to
spend more on the core functions of
TANF, to curbing state excesses in

discouraging eligible families from
getting the benefits they deserve.
Some conservatives—more than liberals
might guess—are open to returning
more decision-making to the federal
level. Others of us might be willing to
raise spending levels. Some are propo-
nents of expanding EITC or Child Tax
Credits. (Winship 2016b:8)

In the age of Donald Trump, with discus-
sions about relying even more on block
grants to address poverty, including turning
Medicaid into a block grant, such a compro-
mise between liberals and conservatives is
exceedingly important. Some liberals who
seek and definitely see the need to compro-
mise may even be willing to argue that wel-
fare reform caused an increase in extreme
child poverty, instead of claiming a ‘‘substan-
tial’’ increase—terminology that Winship
finds objectionable. In any case, one of the
reasons we are having this conversation is
because Edin and Shaefer’s book, $2.00
a Day, raised America’s consciousness about
extreme poverty, which makes it a very
important and timely publication.
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