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Background 
With the enactment of the 1996 welfare reform act,(1) Congress imposed broad new restrictions on legal immigrants'
access to public benefits, set new time limits on refugees' eligibility for many federal benefits, and introduced new bars
on the access of "unqualified immigrants" to services.(2) But perhaps more important than these changes in eligibility are
welfare reform's chilling effects which may discourage immigrants from using health, nutrition, or other types of benefits,
despite the fact that many remain eligible. These effects originate, among other things, in confusion on the part of
immigrants and providers about who is eligible for benefits and in fears relating to the application of the public charge
doctrine.(3) 
An earlier study by the Urban Institute found evidence of such chilling effects in Los Angeles County.(4) In that study,
approved applications of legal noncitizen families for Medi-Cal and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) fell
71 percent between January 1996 and January 1998, while there was no decline among citizens. The drop occurred even
though there was no change in legal immigrants' eligibility for these programs in California and denial rates in the county
remained steady during the period examined. 

In this brief report we use the Census Bureau's Current Population Survey (CPS) to document national trends in
immigrants' use of public benefits in the period following welfare reform. Specifically, we examine changes in
participation between 1994 and 1997 reflected by the March CPS.(5) During 1994 changes in welfare rules were just
beginning to be broadly debated. By the end of 1997, welfare reform had been in place for a year and a half, although
full implementation was not complete. In addition, the CPS for both years provides comparable data on benefit use for
the entire nation. 

The current analysis builds on methods developed by the Urban Institute over the past decade that permit us to
distinguish refugees, naturalized citizens, and temporary immigrants from other legally present immigrants.(6) Such
distinctions are important for two reasons. First, conventional comparisons between the benefit use rates of natives and
the foreign born mask substantial variation in rates and trends among substantively different segments of the
foreign-born population. Second, following welfare reform, citizenship status has become an increasingly important
determinant of eligibility for public benefits. 

We should emphasize that most legal immigrants and refugees remained eligible for welfare and Medicaid benefits
throughout the period examined (1994 through 1997).(7) The same cannot be said for federal food stamps, however:
many legal immigrants' eligibility was supposed to end as of September 1997, while new noncitizen applicants became
ineligible in October 1996. Finally, while most immigrants arriving after welfare reform's enactment are barred from
federal means-tested public benefits for at least five years,(8) these "future" immigrants represented a small share of
the noncitizen population at the time of the March 1998 CPS. 

Principal Findings 

When viewed against the backdrop of overall declines in welfare receipt for all households, use of public benefits
among noncitizen households (9) fell more sharply (35 percent) between 1994 and 1997 than among
citizen households (14 percent). These patterns hold for welfare (defined here as TANF, SSI, and General
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Assistance), food stamps, and Medicaid. 
Refugees experienced declines (33 percent) that were at least as steep as those within the noncitizen
population--despite the protections for refugees incorporated into welfare reform and the fact that few refugees had
lost their eligibility for benefits by March 1998.(10)
For low-income populations (i.e., with incomes below 200 percent of poverty), program usage also fell
faster for noncitizen than citizen households.
Welfare use in noncitizen households with children also fell faster (36 percent) than in households with
children where all adults are citizens (23 percent).
One result of these trends is that noncitizens accounted for a disproportionately large share of the overall
decline in welfare caseloads that occurred between 1994 and 1997. While 23 percent of the drop in welfare
caseloads can be ascribed to noncitizens, they represented only 9 percent of households receiving welfare in 1994. 
Welfare use among elderly immigrants and naturalized citizens did not appear to change between 1994
and 1997.
When welfare use among all households is examined, noncitizen participation levels were higher than
citizens' in both 1994 and 1997, despite rapid declines in noncitizen use rates. But when we look at poor
households (i.e., with incomes under 200 percent of poverty), noncitizens' participation rates in 1994
were no different from those of citizens; by 1997, however, levels had declined so that noncitizens had
lower participation rates than citizens (14.5 versus 17.9 percent). When we examine poor households with
children, noncitizen rates were lower for both 1994 and 1997--falling to almost half of the level of citizens
in 1997 (14.0 versus 25.8 percent). 
Neither naturalization nor rising incomes accounted for a significant share of noncitizens' exits from
public benefit use.

In the following section we examine patterns of benefit use in three different ways. First, we examine benefit use by 
household, disaggregating by all households, by households with incomes below 200 percent of poverty, and by those
containing children. We then present findings for individuals, distinguishing use patterns for working-age adults (age 18
to 64) and the elderly (age 65 and over). We conclude the section by disaggregating trends by legal status, most notably
program participation by refugees and naturalized citizens. In each instance, differing units of observation reveal different
relative levels and trends in benefit use by citizens and noncitizens. 

The analysis examines the use of welfare, food stamps, and Medicaid. While complete results are set out in the figures
and tables included in this report, selected outcomes are highlighted in the narrative below. Since trends in food stamp
and Medicaid use generally parallel those for welfare, we usually report results for only welfare. 

DETAILED FINDINGS 
A. Household-Level Analyses 
Relative benefit use rates for citizens and noncitizens differ greatly depending on whether we focus on all households,
poor households, or households with children. The reasons for these differences are straightforward. Poor households are
far more likely to be eligible for and use benefits, and noncitizens are more likely to be poor. Fifty-four percent of
noncitizen households have incomes below 200 percent of poverty, compared with 31 percent of citizen households
(Table 4). 

While controls for poverty have occasionally been taken into account in discussions of immigrant welfare use,(11)
differences between households with and without children have been less frequently invoked. Yet such differences are
significant because households with children are considerably more likely to use benefits, and immigrant households are
more likely to contain children. Of households headed by noncitizens of working age, 55 percent include children,
compared with 35 percent of comparable citizen households. As we report below, when we separately control for poverty
and the presence of children, differences in program use rates between citizens and noncitizens diminish and, in some
instances, disappear altogether. When we control for both poverty and the presence of children, noncitizen use of
benefits is consistently lower than that of citizens, both before and after welfare reform. 

All Households. Welfare receipt by noncitizen households fell much faster (35 percent) than citizens' receipt (14
percent) between 1994 and 1997. However, despite these steeper declines, noncitizen use of welfare remained higher
than citizens' in 1997--9.0 versus 6.7 percent (Table 1 and Figure 1). By 1997, far more immigrants had lost their
eligibility for food stamps than welfare. But our data show that noncitizens' participation in each program declined at
roughly the same rate, with a marginally faster decline in welfare than in food stamps (35 percent versus 30 percent). 

 Households below 200 Percent of Poverty. The picture of higher
welfare use by noncitizens shifts significantly when we control for poverty.
By 1997, noncitizens with incomes below 200 percent of poverty had use
rates that were significantly lower than citizens' rates--14.5 versus
17.9 percent (Chart A). Here again, noncitizen participation rates dropped
faster than citizens' between 1994 and 1997 (33 versus 10 percent). For
both food stamps and Medicaid, noncitizens' use also fell faster than
citizens' during the same period, so by 1997 relative participation levels
within each program were effectively the same for both groups ( Table 1
and Figure 1). 

Households with Children. When we control for the presence of children,
we also see declines to the point where noncitizen welfare usage rates in
households with children are not significantly different from citizens'rates
(8.9 versus 9.6 percent, in Table 3). Rates for both declined rapidly
between 1994 and 1997--35 percent for noncitizens and 23 percent for



citizens--but the difference in the rate of decline is not statistically
significant (Table 3 and Figure 3). 

In households with noncitizen
adults, many of the children
are citizens, in most cases
because they were born in
the United States. In fact,
there is at least one citizen
child in 85 percent of
noncitizen households with
children. These mixed-status households are of substantial demographic
importance in the United States, as about one in 10 American children lives
in a household where one or more of the parents is a noncitizen and one or
more of the children is a citizen.(12) 
Households with Children and with Incomes below 200 Percent of
Poverty.  Given the large share of noncitizen households that are poor and
contain children, one approach to assessing relative benefits is to control
for both poverty and the presence of children. When we do so, we see
much lower use among noncitizen households, both before and after
welfare reform. With the rapid declines that occurred for both groups,
noncitizen welfare use in 1997 is about half the rate for
citizens--14.0 versus 25.8 percent. (See Chart B, Table 3, and Figure 3.) 

B. Individual-Level Analyses 
Individual-level analyses of welfare use among citizens and noncitizens
produce results that differ from results of aggregate household-level
analyses because of patterns of welfare reporting in the CPS, differences in
welfare use, and structural differences in the populations.(13) "Welfare
use" for an individual in the CPS is defined as having income from TANF,

General Assistance, or SSI; a household "uses welfare" if anyone in the household has welfare income. One issue in
reconciling individual and household use rates, as well as comparing survey with administrative data, is the fact that
income data in the CPS is collected only for persons age 15 and over. Thus, if a child is receiving public assistance
income, the income will either be ascribed to the parent or missed. 

This income-based measure of welfare use means that most households report welfare participation as though there were
only a single welfare recipient. For example, a single mother with two children receiving TANF income is only counted as
one welfare unit or recipient, not three. The individual-level analysis differs from the household approach by ascribing use
to only the reported welfare recipient, not to other household members who are not reported as receiving welfare. One
reason it is important to examine individual level benefit use is that noncitizen households are significantly larger than
citizen households. 

Because there are almost twice as many adults (197 million, see detailed table B) as households (103 million, see 
Detailed Table A), welfare use rates for individuals should be lower than for households. In addition, noncitizen
households are larger than citizen households and are more likely to contain children. Thus, we would expect larger
differences in usage rates between households and individuals among noncitizens; the data support this. 

Our analysis below focuses on two important subpopulations: working-age adults, age 18 to 64, and the elderly, age 65
and over. 

Working-Age Adults. Working-age noncitizens' use of welfare fell roughly three times faster than citizens' between
1994 and 1997--41 versus 15 percent (Table 2). A similar pattern is evident for Medicaid.(14) By 1997, there is no
statistical difference between citizen and noncitizen participation rates for welfare (4.0 versus 3.3 percent) or Medicaid
(6.7 versus 7.2 percent). See Table 2 and Figure 2. 

Elderly Immigrants. In sharp contrast to most of the other components of the analysis reported here, we find no
statistically significant decline in either welfare or Medicaid use on the part of elderly noncitizens. In fact, we find no
significant change in welfare receipt among the elderly overall, regardless of citizenship status (Table 2 and Figure 2). 

Elderly noncitizen use of welfare and other benefits is much higher than is the case for citizens. In 1997, only 3.7 percent
of elderly citizens used welfare, compared to 19.0 percent of noncitizens (Table 2 and Figure 2). Higher use of welfare
(primarily SSI) and Medicaid among elderly noncitizens can be attributed to the fact that many have not worked in the
United States long enough to qualify for Social Security or Medicare. Moreover, the absence of a decline in usage since
1994 may be explained, at least in part, by the restoration of SSI benefits to pre-enactment immigrants. 

One result that emerges from the analysis is an apparent rise between 1994 and 1997 in the number and share of 
naturalized elderly receiving welfare benefits--from 99,000 or 5.9 percent, to 167,000 or 9.0 percent (Detailed Table B).
During the same period, there is a commensurate decline in the number of noncitizen elderly receiving benefits (from
213,000 to 163,000). One hypothesis is that the decline in noncitizen participation for this subpopulation may be
attributable in part to naturalization. However, these numerical changes are not statistically significant, so the results
cannot be treated as definitive.(15) 
C. Benefit Use by Immigrant Status 
Historically, immigration status has been a strong predictor of immigrant use of public benefits. This is partly because



the foreign-born population consists of groups with varied eligibility for benefits. While naturalized citizens and refugees
are eligible for benefits on the same terms as native-born citizens, legal permanent residents' use of benefits has been
conditioned by deeming and public charge restrictions; temporary immigrants and the undocumented are largely barred
from services. Further, the socioeconomic characteristics of the groups differ substantially, resulting in different
needs.(16) The importance of disaggregating the foreign-born population by status can be seen in the analysis of
household use rates (Table 1). 

 Foreign-Born Population. Between 1994 and 1997, welfare use in
households headed by all foreign-born persons fell by 21 percent or 2.5
percentage points (from 11.7 percent to 9.2 percent). However, this
general trend masks very different levels and trends among the various
immigrant groups. 

Refugees. Refugees, who have historically had the highest levels of public
benefit use among the foreign born, account for 8 percent of
immigrant-headed households, but for 21 percent of immigrants' welfare
use (Detailed Table A). Their use rate remained high--24.5 percent in
1997--but even this level represented a decline of 8.8 percentage points
from the pre-reform level of 33 percent (Chart C). 

Naturalized Citizens. Naturalized citizens, who have historically had the
lowest levels of public benefit use among legally present immigrant
populations, represent the other extreme. While naturalized citizens make
up 41 percent of immigrant households, they account for only 31 percent of
immigrants' welfare use. Their use of benefits was virtually identical to that
of native citizens and did not change significantly between 1994 and 1997. 

Noncitizens. The residual foreign-born subpopulation, noncitizens, had a
large decline of 4.9 percentage points to 9.0 percent in 1997, but their use
rate remained somewhat higher than that of citizens. 

General Observations 

Chilling Effects versus Eligibility Changes 

Because comparatively few legal immigrants were ineligible for public
benefits as of December 1997, it appears that the steeper declines in noncitizens' than citizens' use of welfare, food
stamps, and Medicaid owe more to the "chilling effect" of welfare reform and other policy changes than they do to
actual eligibility changes. In addition, the fact that welfare use among noncitizens dropped as steeply as food stamp
use (where new restrictions extended far more broadly) suggests that eligibility changes in one program may chill
noncitizens' use of other programs. Over time, eligibility changes will become more important as most immigrants
admitted after August 22, 1996, will be ineligible for most means-tested public benefits for at least five years after
their entry to the country. 

Noncitizens Do Not Appear to Be Naturalizing to Retain Benefits 

The consistently low share and number of naturalized immigrants who receive benefits indicate that few immigrants
are becoming citizens in order to retain benefits. If most immigrant benefit recipients were naturalizing to retain
benefits, the number of naturalized citizens receiving benefits would have grown substantially more than it did. (17) 

Rising Incomes Do Not Explain Lower Program Participation Rates among Noncitizens 

One possible explanation for the faster declines in program participation among noncitizens than among citizens could
be that incomes are rising faster for noncitizens. To address this issue, we use demographic standardization
techniques (described below) to partition changes in program participation over the 1994-97 period into the share
attributable to changes in income and the share attributable to changes in income-specific participation rates. Our
analysis finds that most of the change is not due to rising incomes. Only 6 percent of the decline in welfare use among
noncitizens, versus 30 percent of the decline among citizens, can be explained by rising incomes; similar results hold
for food stamps and Medicaid (Table 4).

Reduced Use of Health and Other Benefits among Populations Not the Focus of Welfare Reform 

While the apparent decline in welfare use among noncitizens of working age may be an intended and positive policy
outcome, these data also reveal sharp declines in the use of health, nutritional, and cash assistance within populations
that are thought to be more vulnerable and were not a focus of welfare reform. These vulnerable populations include
refugees and the citizen children of noncitizens. As the data presented above indicate, there have been sharp declines
in benefits use for both populations. At the same time, health uninsurance rates for noncitizens (46 percent) remain
much higher than among citizens (16 percent).(18) Persistently high uninsurance rates, coupled with the decline in
program participation documented here, have broad implications for targeting outreach efforts to expand enrollment in
programs like California's Healthy Families initiative and for other state efforts to expand enrollment in Medicaid and
the Child Health Insurance Program.(19)

Noncitizens Do Not Demonstrate a Greater Propensity to Receive Benefits 

The data indicate that higher benefit use rates on the part of noncitizen versus citizen households are due to the fact
that immigrant households are poorer and more likely to contain children, not because noncitizens have a greater



disposition towards receiving benefits. In fact, among poor households with children, immigrants have lower use rates
for welfare, food stamps, and Medicaid both before and after welfare reform.

Notes on the Analysis 
Legal Status Distinction. This analysis employs imputation techniques developed by the Urban Institute that make it
possible to assign some legal statuses (notably refugee and nonimmigrant status) to foreign-born persons included in the
Current Population Survey. These techniques enable us to disaggregate changes in immigrants' benefit use by legal
status--despite the fact that the CPS only distinguishes citizens from noncitizens. Disaggregating the immigrant
population in this manner is important because usage patterns vary considerably by legal status and, following welfare
reform, legal status has become an increasingly important determinant of immigrants' eligibility for public benefits.
Specifically, the rules below have applied following welfare reform: 

Naturalized citizens remain eligible for public benefits on the same terms as native-born citizens. 
Noncitizen refugees retain eligibility for means-tested federal benefits, including food stamps, Child Health Insurance
Program (CHIP), Medicaid, TANF, and SSI, for five to seven years following their entry into the United States.
Legal immigrants entering before August 22, 1996, retain eligibility for several major means-tested public benefit
programs: Medicaid, TANF, and the Child Health Insurance Program. Each is jointly funded by the states and the
federal government. Welfare reform gave the states the option to extend TANF and Medicaid to pre-enactment legal
immigrants and virtually all states have chosen to do so. 

Pre-enactment legal immigrants' eligibility for federal food stamps remains limited to the elderly, disabled, and children.
California and other states have extended state-funded food stamps to working-age immigrants left out by the federal
program. 

While pre-enactment immigrants' eligibility for SSI was largely eliminated by the 1996 legislation, it has been restored to
disabled or elderly immigrants who were receiving SSI when welfare reform passed or who subsequently become
disabled. 

Legal immigrants entering after August 22, 1996, have been barred from receiving federal means-tested benefits,
including TANF, Medicaid, CHIP, SSI, and food stamps, for at least five years after entry and effectively until they
naturalize.
Undocumented immigrants remain generally ineligible for most major public benefits.

Partitioning the Change in Welfare Use. The percentage of a group (e.g., citizens, noncitizens, natives) using welfare
can be thought of as the product of two sets of percentages or rates: the income distribution of the group and the
percentage of each specific income category who receive welfare. To cite a specific, but simplified, example using data
from tables 1 and 4, 6.7 percent of citizen households received welfare in 1997. We arrived at this percentage from the
following calculation: 17.9 percent of citizen households with incomes below 200 percent of poverty received welfare, and
these households represent 30.7 percent of citizen households; of the 69.3 percent of citizen households with incomes
above 200 percent of poverty, only 1.7 percent receive welfare. Thus, 6.7 = 17.9 x 0.307  +  1.7 x 0.693. For noncitizen
households, 9.0 percent received welfare in 1997 (9.0 = 14.5 x 0.541  +  2.6 x 0.459). In other words, poor noncitizen
households are less likely to use welfare than poor citizen households (14.5 percent versus 17.9 percent), but poor
households are much more common among noncitizens than citizens (54.1 percent versus 30.7 percent), so overall
noncitizen households are more likely to use welfare than are citizen households. 

We can think of two extreme explanations for the change in welfare use between 1994 and 1997. At one extreme, the
35 percent reduction in use for noncitizens (from 13.9 to 9.0 percent) could occur because the rate of welfare use at
every income level for noncitizens fell by 35 percent; were this to occur, the overall rate decline would be explained
completely by changes in usage rates. On the other hand, the rate of welfare use could stay constant for each income
group of noncitizens, but incomes could rise so that more of the noncitizen population fell into higher income groups
which use less welfare. In this case, the overall rate decline would be due entirely to changes in income level. In practice,
neither extreme occurs; a combination of the two accounts for the change. 

A demographic technique called standardization permits us to partition the overall change in welfare use into a portion
attributable to changes in usage rates and a portion attributable to changes in income distribution. The standardization
requires four sets of percentages, two for each year: the percentage of the population falling into each income category
in 1994 and 1997 (i.e., the income distributions), and the percentage of each income category receiving welfare in 1994
and 1997 (i.e., the use rates). For the partition results shown in Table 4, we use eight household income categories:
incomes less than 50% of poverty, 50-74%, 75-99%, 100-124%, 125-149%, 150-174%, 175-199%, and 200% of
poverty or more. 

The 1997 income distribution multiplied by the 1994 detailed use rates gives the percentage that would have received
welfare in 1997 if use rates had not changed (i.e., only incomes had shifted). Subtracting this hypothetical rate from the
actual 1997 overall use rate gives a measure of change attributable to income changes. We can calculate another
measure of the income effect by subtracting the actual 1994 overall use rate with the hypothetical rate computed with
the 1994 income distribution and the 1997 detailed use rates. The average of these two estimates is the amount of
change between 1994 and 1997 attributable to changes in income. Any remaining change is the share attributable to
changes in welfare usage patterns.(20) 
Coverage of welfare use in the CPS. Finally, we should note that the CPS data on benefits use employed in this
analysis were reported by the Census Bureau. Both welfare use and welfare income are known to be underreported,
possibly substantially, in the CPS. We do not correct for either type of underreporting in our analysis. Further, the data
have not been adjusted to take into account program eligibility rules or the misreporting of public benefit use on the part
of immigrants and native citizens. Our uncorrected comparisons assume, in effect, that reporting patterns did not change
between the 1995 and 1998 CPS. Despite these limitations, CPS data are conventionally used to characterize trends in



benefit use. (21) There is no reason to believe that the trends documented in this report are biased or otherwise invalid. 

Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Percent of Households Receiving Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid, by Citizenship of Household
Head and by Poverty Status: 1994 and 1997

Population

All Households Households Below 200% of Poverty

Percent with Any Participation Percent with Any Participation

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

Amt. Pct. Amt. Pct.

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

Total 8.3% 6.9% -1.4% * -16% 20.3% 17.9% -2.5% * -12%

Citizen 7.8% 6.7% -1.1% * -15% 19.9% 17.9% -2.0% * -10%

   Native 7.9% 6.6% -1.2% * -16% 20.2% 18.1% -2.1% * -10%

   Naturalized** 6.0% 6.9% 0.9% -- 13.5% 14.9% 1.4% --

Noncitizen** 13.9% 9.0% -4.9% * -35% 21.7% 14.5% -7.2% * -33%

Refugee 33.3% 24.5% -8.8% * -27% 49.1% 40.2% -9.0% --

Foreign-Born 11.7% 9.2% -2.6% * -22% 21.2% 16.6% -4.6% * -22%

Noncitizen
   --Citizen Difference 6.1% * 2.4% * -3.7% * (x) 1.8% -3.5% * -5.2% * (x)

Food Stamps

Total 9.0% 7.1% -1.9% * -22% 24.3% 20.6% -3.7% * -15%

Citizen 8.5% 6.8% -1.8% * -21% 23.8% 20.5% -3.3% * -14%

   Native 8.7% 6.8% -1.8% * -21% 24.2% 20.8% -3.4% * -14%

   Naturalized** 5.5% 5.4% 0.0% -- 15.0% 14.8% -0.2% --

Noncitizen** 15.4% 10.8% -4.6% * -30% 26.3% 19.1% -7.1% * -27%

Refugee 35.3% 22.1% -13.2% * -37% 52.0% 41.9% -10.1% --

Foreign-Born 12.5% 9.3% -3.2% * -26% 24.7% 19.4% -5.2% * -21%

Noncitizen
    --Citizen Difference 6.8% * 4.0% * -2.8% * (x) 2.4% * -1.4% -3.8% * (x)

Medicaid

Total 14.3% 13.2% -1.1% * -8% 31.3% 30.5% -0.8% --

Citizen 13.5% 12.6% -0.9% * -7% 30.3% 30.0% -0.3% --

   Native 13.5% 12.5% -1.0% * -7% 30.5% 30.1% -0.4% --

   Naturalized** 11.9% 13.6% 1.7% -- 23.8% 28.3% 4.5% --

Noncitizen** 26.5% 20.8% -5.7% * -22% 39.8% 32.0% -7.8% * -19%

Refugee 42.5% 35.8% -6.7% -- 58.8% 58.5% -0.3% --

Foreign-Born 21.3% 18.7% -2.6% * -12% 36.1% 32.7% -3.4% * -9%

Noncitizen
   --Citizen Difference 13.0% * 8.2% * -4.8% * (x) 9.5% * 2.0% -7.5% * (x)

* Significant at p < 0.10.
** Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
-- Change not significant.
(x) Not applicable.

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants. See Detailed Table A for population data.

Table 2. Percent of Individuals Participating in Welfare and Medicaid, by Citizenship and Age: 1994 and
1997



Population

Age 18–64 Age 65 and Over

Individuals with Program Participation Individuals with Program Participation

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

Amt. Pct. Amt. Pct.

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

Total 4.9% 4.0% -0.9% * -18% 4.9% 4.4% -0.5% --

Citizen 4.7% 4.0% -0.7% * -15% 4.2% 3.7% -0.5% --

   Native 4.8% 4.1% -0.7% * -15% 4.1% 3.4% -0.7% --

   Naturalized** 2.5% 2.1% -0.4% -- 5.9% 9.0% 3.1% --

Noncitizen** 5.6% 3.3% -2.3% * -41% 20.9% 19.0% -1.8% --

Refugee 19.2% 10.4% -8.8% * -46% 48.1% 51.0% 2.9% --

Foreign-Born 5.5% 3.5% -2.1% * -37% 13.2% 14.7% 1.5% --

Noncitizen
   --Citizen Difference 0.8% -0.7% -1.6% (x) 16.6% * 15.3% * -1.3% (x)

Medicaid

Total 7.9% 6.9% -1.0% * -13% 9.3% 9.0% -0.3% --

Citizen 7.5% 6.7% -0.8% * -10% 8.4% 8.1% -0.3% --

   Native 7.6% 6.8% -0.8% * -10% 8.3% 7.7% -0.6% --

   Naturalized** 4.4% 4.2% -0.2% -- 11.1% 14.9% 3.8% --

Noncitizen** 10.3% 7.2% -3.1% * -30% 28.2% 28.2% 0.1% --

Refugee 33.1% 17.8% -15.3% * -46% 64.8% 69.7% 4.9% --

Foreign-Born 10.2% 7.1% -3.0% * -30% 19.7% 22.4% 2.8% --

Noncitizen
   --Citizen Difference 2.8% * 0.5% -2.3% * (x) 19.7% * 20.1% * 0.4% (x)

* Significant at p < 0.10.
** Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
-- Change not significant.
(x) Not applicable.

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants. See Detailed Table B for population data.

Note: Welfare use is defined by individual reports of welfare income from persons age 15 and over. The data do not
represent cases or the full number of individuals on welfare rolls. For example, if a mother and two children are
receiving TANF income, the income would be reported by the mother only and would appear in the table as one
recipient, not three.

Table 3. Percent of Households with Children Participating in Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid, by
Citizenship of Adults and Children and by Poverty Status: 1994 and 1997

Program and Household
Composition 

(status of adults and
children)

All Households Below 200 Percent of Poverty

Percent with Any Participation Percent with Any Participation

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

1994 1997

'94–'97 Change

Amt. Pct. Amt. Pct.

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

Households with children 12.8% 9.7% -3.2% * -25% 30.1% 24.0% -6.1% * -20%

  All citizen adults 12.4% 9.6% -2.8% * -23% 31.4% 25.8% -5.6% * -18%

  Some noncitizen**
adults 13.8% 8.9% -4.9% * -35% 20.8% 14.0% -6.7% * -32%

    All noncitizen** children 8.5% 4.2% -4.2% * -50% 11.6% 5.9% -5.6% --

    Some citizen children 14.8% 9.6% -5.1% * -35% 22.5% 15.3% -7.2% * -32%

  Difference from "all citizen" households



    Some noncitizen**
adults 1.4% -0.7% -2.1% (x) -10.7% * -11.8% * -1.1% (x)

      All noncitizen**
children -3.9% * -5.4% * -1.4% (x) -19.9% * -19.9% * 0.0% (x)

      Some citizen children 2.4% * 0.0% -2.3% (x) -8.9% * -10.5% * -1.6% (x)

Food Stamps

Households with children 16.0% 12.3% -3.6% * -23% 39.6% 32.9% -6.7% * -17%

  All citizen adults 15.3% 12.1% -3.2% * -21% 40.9% 34.7% -6.2% * -15%

  Some noncitizen**
adults 19.2% 13.6% -5.6% * -29% 30.7% 23.3% -7.4% * -24%

    All noncitizen** children 9.8% 7.4% -2.4% -- 14.0% 12.0% -2.0% --

    Some citizen children 20.8% 14.5% -6.4% * -31% 33.9% 25.1% -8.8% * -26%

  Difference from "all citizen" households

    Some noncitizen**
adults 3.9% * 1.5% -2.4% (x) -10.2% * -11.4% * -1.2% (x)

      All noncitizen**
children -5.5% * -4.6% * 0.9% (x) -26.9% * -22.7% * 4.2% (x)

      Some citizen children 5.5% * 2.4% * -3.1% * (x) -7.0% * -9.6% * -2.6% (x)

Medicaid

Households with children 17.5% 14.4% -3.1% * -18% 38.4% 33.5% -4.8% * -13%

  All citizen adults 16.8% 14.0% -2.7% * -16% 39.2% 35.1% -4.1% * -11%

  Some noncitizen**
adults 21.1% 16.2% -4.8% * -23% 31.1% 24.9% -6.1% * -20%

    All noncitizen** children 15.7% 10.7% -4.9% -- 21.8% 15.4% -6.4% --

    Some citizen children 22.0% 17.0% -5.0% * -23% 32.8% 26.5% -6.4% * -19%

  Difference from "all citizen" households

    Some noncitizen**
adults 4.3% * 2.2% * -2.1% (x) -8.2% * -10.2% * -2.0% (x)

      All noncitizen**
children -1.1% -3.3% -2.2% (x) -17.5% * -19.7% * -2.2% (x)

      Some citizen children 5.2% * 3.0% * -2.2% (x) -6.4% * -8.7% * -2.2% (x)

* Significant at p < 0.10. ** Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition. -- Change not significant.
(x) Not applicable. Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with
imputations for refugees and non-immigrants. Universe is households headed by persons 18–64 with children under
age 18. See Detailed Table C for population data.

Table 4. Partition of 1994–97 Change in Household Participation in Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid
into Portions Due to Changes in Poverty Prevalence and Welfare Use Rates, by Citizenship

Population

Percent of Households Partition of '94–'97 Change in Participation***

Below Specified
Level of Poverty

Participating in
Program Total

Change

Due to
Use
Rates

Due to
Poverty
Rates

Pct. of
Change from

Usage1994 1997 1994 1997

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

100 Percent of Poverty  

Total 13.9% 12.7% 8.3% 6.9% -1.4% * -0.9% -0.5% 66%

Citizen 13.0% 11.8% 7.8% 6.7% -1.1% * -0.7% -0.5% 60%

  Native 13.0% 11.7% 7.9% 6.6% -1.2% * -0.7% -0.5% 59%

  Naturalized** 11.0% 12.5% 6.0% 6.9% 0.9% -- -- --

Noncitizen** 27.3% 25.9% 13.9% 9.0% -4.9% * -4.6% -0.3% 94%

Refugee 31.9% 25.4% 33.3% 24.5% -8.8% * -5.3% -3.5% 60%



Foreign-Born 21.4% 20.4% 11.7% 9.2% -2.6% * -2.2% -0.3% 87%

Food Stamps

125 Percent of Poverty  

Total 18.9% 17.5% 9.0% 7.1% -1.9% * -1.4% -0.6% 70%

Citizen 17.7% 16.4% 8.5% 6.8% -1.8% * -1.2% -0.6% 68%

  Native 17.8% 16.3% 8.7% 6.8% -1.8% * -1.2% -0.6% 66%

  Naturalized** 16.2% 17.6% 5.5% 5.4% 0.0% -- -- --

Noncitizen** 35.7% 34.8% 15.4% 10.8% -4.6% * -4.1% -0.5% 89%

Refugee 41.1% 32.7% 35.3% 22.1% -13.2% * -8.4% -4.8% 64%

Foreign-Born 28.5% 27.5% 12.5% 9.3% -3.2% * -2.7% -0.5% 85%

Medicaid

200 Percent of Poverty  

Total 34.3% 32.1% 14.3% 13.2% -1.1% * -0.5% -0.7% 42%

Citizen 32.8% 30.7% 13.5% 12.6% -0.9% * -0.3% -0.6% 28%

  Native 32.9% 30.5% 13.5% 12.5% -1.0% * -0.3% -0.7% 31%

  Naturalized** 32.2% 33.6% 11.9% 13.6% 1.7% -- -- --

Noncitizen** 55.9% 54.1% 26.5% 20.8% -5.7% * -5.1% -0.6% 90%

Refugee 60.6% 49.9% 42.5% 35.8% -6.7% -- -- --

Foreign-Born 47.1% 45.0% 21.3% 18.7% -2.6% * -2.1% -0.6% 78%

* Significant at p < 0.10.
** Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
*** Partition uses poverty-specific welfare rates for intervals of 25 percentage points for 50–200 percent of poverty
(i.e., <50%, 50–74%, 75–99%...175–199%, 200% or more). See text for details.
-- Total change not significant.

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants.

Detailed Table A. Household Receipt of Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid, by Citizenship of Household
Head and by Poverty Status: 1994 and 1997

(Populations in thousands)

Population

All Households Households Below 200 Percent of Poverty

Program Participation in Household? Program Participation in Household?

1994 1997 1994 1997

Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

Total 8,188 99,106 8.3% 7,091 102,584 6.9% 6,903 33,960 20.3% 5,877 32,888 17.9%

Citizen 7,257 92,989 7.8% 6,400 96,169 6.7% 6,084 30,525 19.9% 5,287 29,493 17.9%

  Native 7,031 89,248 7.9% 6,096 91,748 6.6% 5,920 29,320 20.2% 5,065 28,007 18.1%

  Naturalized* 225 3,741 6.0% 304 4,421 6.9% 163 1,205 13.5% 222 1,486 14.9%

Noncitizen* 723 5,209 13.9% 474 5,246 9.0% 632 2,910 21.7% 411 2,841 14.5%

Refugee 202 606 33.3% 213 872 24.5% 180 367 49.1% 175 435 40.2%

Foreign-Born 1,157 9,858 11.7% 995 10,837 9.2% 983 4,640 21.2% 811 4,881 16.6%

Food Stamps

Total 8,949 99,106 9.0% 7,263 102,584 7.1% 8,240 33,960 24.3% 6,773 32,888 20.6%

Citizen 7,924 92,989 8.5% 6,500 96,169 6.8% 7,275 30,525 23.8% 6,044 29,493 20.5%

  Native 7,720 89,248 8.7% 6,261 91,748 6.8% 7,095 29,320 24.2% 5,824 28,007 20.8%

  Naturalized* 204 3,741 5.5% 239 4,421 5.4% 180 1,205 15.0% 220 1,486 14.8%



Noncitizen* 801 5,209 15.4% 567 5,246 10.8% 764 2,910 26.3% 543 2,841 19.1%

Refugee 214 606 35.3% 193 872 22.1% 191 367 52.0% 182 435 41.9%

Foreign-Born 1,228 9,858 12.5% 1,003 10,837 9.3% 1,145 4,640 24.7% 949 4,881 19.4%

Medicaid

Total 14,189 99,106 14.3% 13,523 102,584 13.2% 10,630 33,960 31.3% 10,027 32,888 30.5%

Citizen 12,533 92,989 13.5% 12,102 96,169 12.6% 9,243 30,525 30.3% 8,852 29,493 30.0%

  Native 12,088 89,248 13.5% 11,499 91,748 12.5% 8,956 29,320 30.5% 8,432 28,007 30.1%

  Naturalized* 445 3,741 11.9% 603 4,421 13.6% 287 1,205 23.8% 420 1,486 28.3%

Noncitizen* 1,379 5,209 26.5% 1,090 5,246 20.8% 1,158 2,910 39.8% 910 2,841 32.0%

Refugee 258 606 42.5% 312 872 35.8% 216 367 58.8% 254 435 58.5%

Foreign-Born 2,101 9,858 21.3% 2,024 10,837 18.7% 1,674 4,640 36.1% 1,595 4,881 32.7%

* Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants.

Detailed Table B. Individual Welfare and Medicaid Participation, by Citizenship and Age: 1994 and 1997

(Populations in thousands)

Population

Individual Participation in Program,
Age 18–64 

Individual Participation in Program,
Age 65 and Over

1994 1997 1994 1997

Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)

Total 7,856 160,217 4.9% 6,632 165,329 4.0% 1,549 31,350 4.9% 1,419 32,082 4.4%

Citizen 6,939 146,620 4.7% 6,047 151,104 4.0% 1,277 30,207 4.2% 1,160 31,037 3.7%

  Native 6,808 141,270 4.8% 5,908 144,513 4.1% 1,178 28,536 4.1% 993 29,188 3.4%

  Naturalized* 132 5,350 2.5% 139 6,591 2.1% 99 1,671 5.9% 167 1,849 9.0%

Noncitizen* 651 11,713 5.6% 385 11,772 3.3% 213 1,019 20.9% 163 857 19.0%

Refugee 257 1,340 19.2% 197 1,890 10.4% 60 124 48.1% 96 188 51.0%

Foreign-Born 1,048 18,947 5.5% 725 20,817 3.5% 372 2,814 13.2% 426 2,894 14.7%

Medicaid

Total 12,698 160,217 7.9% 11,372 165,329 6.9% 2,919 31,350 9.3% 2,901 32,082 9.0%

Citizen 11,011 146,620 7.5% 10,165 151,104 6.7% 2,551 30,207 8.4% 2,528 31,037 8.1%

  Native 10,773 141,270 7.6% 9,886 144,513 6.8% 2,364 28,536 8.3% 2,251 29,188 7.7%

  Naturalized* 238 5,350 4.4% 279 6,591 4.2% 186 1,671 11.1% 276 1,849 14.9%

Noncitizen* 1,211 11,713 10.3% 853 11,772 7.2% 287 1,019 28.2% 242 857 28.2%

Refugee 443 1,340 33.1% 336 1,890 17.8% 81 124 64.8% 131 188 69.7%

Foreign-Born 1,925 18,947 10.2% 1,486 20,817 7.1% 554 2,814 19.7% 650 2,894 22.4%

* Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants.

Detailed Table C. Welfare, Food Stamp, and Medicaid Participation of Households with Children, by
Citizenship of Adults and Children and by Poverty Status: 1994 and 1997 (Populations in thousands)

Program and
Household

Composition
(Adults-Children)

All Households Households Below 200 Percent of Poverty

1994 1997 1994 1997

Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes Yes Total % Yes

Welfare (AFDC/TANF, SSI, GA)



Households with
children 4,713 36,784 12.8% 3,600 37,286 9.7% 4,160 13,818 30.1% 3,156 13,138 24.0%

  All citizen
adults 4,031 32,498 12.4% 3,142 32,747 9.6% 3,550 11,294 31.4% 2,755 10,670 25.8%

  One or more
noncitizen* adults 524 3,785 13.8% 346 3,880 8.9% 466 2,243 20.8% 304 2,165 14.0%

    All noncitizen*
children 47 560 8.5% 21 497 4.2% 42 359 11.6% 18 297 5.9%

    One or more
citizen children 476 3,225 14.8% 325 3,383 9.6% 424 1,885 22.5% 287 1,868 15.3%

Food Stamps

Households with
children 5,872 36,784 16.0% 4,601 37,286 12.3% 5,477 13,818 39.6% 4,323 13,138 32.9%

  All citizen
adults 4,969 32,498 15.3% 3,949 32,747 12.1% 4,622 11,294 40.9% 3,702 10,670 34.7%

  One or more
noncitizen* adults 726 3,785 19.2% 526 3,880 13.6% 689 2,243 30.7% 504 2,165 23.3%

    All noncitizen*
children 55 560 9.8% 37 497 7.4% 50 359 14.0% 36 297 12.0%

    One or more
citizen children 671 3,225 20.8% 489 3,383 14.5% 639 1,885 33.9% 469 1,868 25.1%

Medicaid

Households with
children 6,447 36,784 17.5% 5,368 37,286 14.4% 5,302 13,818 38.4% 4,405 13,138 33.5%

  All citizen
adults 5,453 32,498 16.8% 4,596 32,747 14.0% 4,433 11,294 39.2% 3,748 10,670 35.1%

  One or more
noncitizen* adults 797 3,785 21.1% 630 3,880 16.2% 697 2,243 31.1% 540 2,165 24.9%

    All noncitizen*
children 88 560 15.7% 53 497 10.7% 78 359 21.8% 46 297 15.4%

    One or more
citizen children 709 3,225 22.0% 576 3,383 17.0% 619 1,885 32.8% 495 1,868 26.5%

* Excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text for definition.
Source: Urban Institute tabulations from March Current Population Surveys of 1995 and 1998, with imputations for
refugees and non-immigrants. 

Figure 1. Percent of Households Receiving Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid, by Nativity of Household
Head and by Poverty Status

 

 



 

 

Source: Table 1.
Note: Noncitizen group excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text.

* 1994-97 change is significant at p < 0.10.

Figure 2. Percent of Individuals Participating in Welfare and Medicaid, by Age and Citizenship: 1994 and 1997

 

 



 

Source: Table 2.
Note: Noncitizen group excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text.

* 1994-97 change is significant at p < 0.10.

Figure 3. Percent of Househoolds with Children Receiving Welfare, Food Stamps, and Medicaid, by
Citizenship of Adults and Children and by Poverty Status: 1994 and 1997

 

 

 



 

Source: Table 3. Includes only households with children headed by persons 18-64 years old.
Note: Noncitizen group excludes refugees and non-immigrants. See text ofr definition of groups.

* 1994-97 change is significant at p < 0.10.
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Notes

1. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, Pub. L. 104-193 (1996). 

2. While most of these unqualified immigrants are undocumented immigrants, many unqualified immigrants are legally
present in the United States and have work authorization. See, generally, Michael Fix and Wendy Zimmermann, "The
Legacies of Welfare Reform's Immigrant Restrictions," Interpreter Releases, November 16, 1998. 

3. "Public charge" is a term used by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) and the State Department to
describe someone who is, or is likely to become, dependent on public benefits. Public charge considerations have
historically been a factor in the admissibility of aliens (i.e., grant of a green card) and, only rarely, in the deportation of
aliens who have been in the United States less than five years. 

In the past several years, public charge has been inappropriately invoked in some instances where noncitizens have
attempted to reenter the United States and where immigrants have sought to naturalize. In some cases, noncitizens
seeking to adjust status, naturalize, or reenter the country have been asked to repay public benefits. The legality of
compelling repayment in these contexts is suspect. 

4. See Wendy Zimmermann and Michael Fix, "Declining Immigrant Applications for Medi-Cal and Welfare Benefits in Los
Angeles County," The Urban Institute, July 1998. 

5. The CPS collects information on program use and income in March for the preceding calendar year. Thus, the
information collected in the March 1995 CPS pertains to calendar year 1994; and the March 1998 CPS, to calendar year
1997. Throughout this document, we use the CPS data from March 1995 and 1998 for reference years 1994 and 1997.
The data from the March 1995 CPS have been reweighted to correct for an error in the official weights (Jeffrey S. Passel
and Rebecca Clark, " Immigrants in New York: Their Legal Status, Incomes, and Taxes," The Urban Institute, April 1998).
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The CPS data used here are not corrected for underreporting of welfare use or welfare income. (See "Coverage of
Welfare Use in the CPS.") 

6. See Passel and Clark, 1998. 

7. Welfare reform gave the states the option of barring legal immigrants in the United States before August 22, 1996,
from TANF and Medicaid. However, virtually all states extended benefits to these pre-enactment immigrants. See Fix and
Zimmermann, 1998. 

8. "Federal means-tested public benefits" have been determined to be Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF),
Medicaid, the Child Health Insurance Program (CHIP), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and food stamps. 

9. Unless otherwise noted, the comparisons of citizens and noncitizens exclude refugees and temporary immigrants (i.e.
"nonimmigrants" according to immigration law), which are treated separately. Citizens include natives, persons born in
Puerto Rico and other outlying areas, and immigrants who have acquired citizenship through naturalization. Noncitizens
include aliens admitted as lawful permanent residents and undocumented immigrants. 

10. A refugee is defined legally as a person outside his/her country of nationality who is unable to return because of a
well-founded fear of persecution. Because their departure from their home country is involuntary and unplanned and
because many suffer physical or mental trauma, refugees have been made eligible for most public benefits from the date
of their arrival. 

We assign refugee status based on country of birth and period of entry to the United States. For persons entering after
1980, we define a "refugee country" as one where refugees and asylees account for more than 40 percent of total
admissions of legal permanent residents, refugees, and asylees during any two-year period. See Passel and Clark, 1998. 

11. See, for example, From Generation to Generation, The Health and Well-Being of Children in Immigrant Families,
National Research Council, Institute of Medicine, National Academy Press, Washington D.C., 1998. 

12. See Fix and Zimmermann, 1998. 

13. See Jennifer Van Hook, Jennifer E. Glick, and Frank D. Bean, "Public Assistance Receipt Among Immigrants and
Natives: How the Unit of Analysis Affects Research Findings," Demography 36 (1, February 1999): 111-20. 

14. In the CPS, food stamp usage is a household-level variable, so we do not report individual usage patterns. 

15. They are, however, consistent with administrative data, specifically the Food Stamp Program Quality Control data for
fiscal years 1994 and 1997. 

16. See, for example, Passel and Clark, 1998. 

17. The data in Detailed Table B show that the number of naturalized citizens age 18 and over reporting welfare income
rose by only 75,000 between 1994 and 1997, while the number of naturalized citizens increased by 1,419,000. During
that period, the number of noncitizens reporting welfare use fell by 316,000. 

18. P. Fronstin, "Sources of Health Insurance and Characteristics of the Uninsured: An Analysis of the March 1998
Current Population Survey," EBRI Issue Brief 204, December 1998. 

19. We should note that declines in Medicaid caseloads affect more populations than just noncitizens and can also be
viewed as an unintended effect of welfare reform. See Marilyn R. Ellwood and Leighton Ku, "Welfare and Immigration
Reforms: Unintended Side Effects for Medicaid," Health Affairs 17 (3, May/June 1998): 137-51. 

20. This second difference can be shown to be equivalent algebraically to the average of two separate estimates of
change attributable to difference in usage rates. One measure compares the actual 1997 overall use rate with a
hypothetical rate computed as the 1997 detailed use rates multiplied by the 1994 income distribution. The other
subtracts actual 1994 overall use rate from the hypothetical rate based on the 1994 detailed use rates and the 1997
income distribution. For more information on standardization and partition, see Prithwis Das Gupta, Standardization and
Decomposition of Rates: A User's Manual, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P23-186,
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, September 1993. 

21. See, for example, Fronstin, 1998. Planned Urban Institute reports that take into account patterns of underreporting
and program eligibility rules are expected in the summer of 1999.
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