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Executive Summary

News that the poverty rate has risen to 15.1 
percent of Americans, the highest level in nearly 
a decade, has set off a predictable round of calls 
for increased government spending on social 
welfare programs. Yet this year the federal gov-
ernment will spend more than $668 billion on 
at least 126 different programs to fight poverty. 
And that does not even begin to count welfare 
spending by state and local governments, which 
adds $284 billion to that figure. In total, the 
United States spends nearly $1 trillion every 
year to fight poverty. That amounts to $20,610 
for every poor person in America, or $61,830 per 
poor family of three. 

Welfare spending increased significantly un-
der President George W. Bush and has exploded 
under President Barack Obama. In fact, since 

President Obama took office, federal welfare 
spending has increased by 41 percent, more 
than $193 billion per year. Despite this govern-
ment largess, more than 46 million Americans 
continue to live in poverty. Despite nearly $15 
trillion in total welfare spending since Lyndon 
Johnson declared war on poverty in 1964, the 
poverty rate is perilously close to where we be-
gan more than 40 years ago. 

Clearly we are doing something wrong. 
Throwing money at the problem has neither 
reduced poverty nor made the poor self-suffi-
cient. It is time to reevaluate our approach to 
fighting poverty. We should focus less on mak-
ing poverty more comfortable and more on cre-
ating the prosperity that will get people out of 
poverty.
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Federal welfare 
spending alone 

totals more 
than $14,848 for 
every poor man, 

woman, and child 
in this country. 

Introduction

On January 8, 1964, President Lyndon B. 
Johnson delivered a State of the Union ad-
dress to Congress in which he declared an 
“unconditional war on poverty in America.” 
At the time, the poverty rate in America was 
around 19 percent and falling rapidly. This 
year, it is reported that the poverty rate is ex-
pected to be roughly 15.1 percent and climb-
ing. Between then and now, the federal gov-
ernment spent roughly $12 trillion fighting 
poverty, and state and local governments 
added another $3 trillion. Yet the poverty 
rate never fell below 10.5 percent and is now 
at the highest level in nearly a decade. Clear-
ly, we have been doing something wrong.

When most Americans think of welfare, 
they think of the cash benefit program 
known as Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF), formerly known as Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). 
But in reality TANF is only a tiny portion 
of a vast array of federal government social 
welfare programs designed to fight poverty. 
In fact, if one considers those programs that 
are means-tested (and therefore obviously 
targeted to low-income Americans) and pro-
grams whose legislative language specifically 
classifies them as anti-poverty programs, 
there are currently 126 separate federal gov-
ernment programs designed to fight poverty. 

Most welfare programs are means-tested 
programs that provide aid directly to low-
income persons in the form of cash, food, 
housing, medical care, and so forth, with 
eligibility based on the recipients’ income. 
The remaining programs are either commu-
nity-targeted programs, which provide aid 
to communities that are economically dis-
tressed or have large numbers of poor peo-
ple, or categorical programs, which base eli-
gibility for benefits on belonging to a needy 
or disadvantaged group, such as migrant 
workers or the homeless. Some welfare pro-
grams are well known; some are barely heard 
of even in Washington. 

In 2011 the federal government spent 
roughly $668.2 billion on those 126 pro-

grams.1 That represents an increase of more 
than $193 billion since Barack Obama be-
came president. This is roughly two and 
a half times greater than any increase over 
a similar time frame in U.S. history, and it 
means an increase in means-tested welfare 
spending of about 2.4 percent of GDP. If 
one includes state and local welfare spend-
ing, government at all levels will spend more 
than $952 billion this year to fight poverty.2 
To put this in perspective, the defense bud-
get this year, including spending for the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, totals $685 
billion.3 

Indeed, federal welfare spending alone to-
tals more than $14,848 for every poor man, 
woman, and child in this country. For a typi-
cal poor family of three, that amounts to 
more than $44,500. Combined with state and 
local spending, government spends $20,610 
for every poor person in America, or $61,830 
per poor family of three. Given that the pov-
erty line for that family is just $18,530, we 
should have theoretically wiped out poverty 
in America many times over (see Figure 1).

Of course no individual is eligible for ev-
ery program, and many poor people receive 
nowhere near this amount of funding.4 And 
many supposedly anti-poverty programs are 
poorly targeted, with benefits spilling over 
to people well above the poverty line. But 
that is precisely the point—we are spending 
more than enough money to fight poverty 
but not spending it in ways that actually re-
duce poverty.

126 Programs

As detailed in the appendix, the federal 
government currently funds 126 separate and 
often overlapping anti-poverty programs. 
For example, there are 33 housing programs, 
run by four different cabinet departments, 
including, strangely, the Department of En-
ergy. There are currently 21 different pro-
grams providing food or food-purchasing as-
sistance. These programs are administered by 
three different federal departments and one 
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Seven 
different cabinet 
agencies and 
six independent 
agencies 
administer at 
least one 
anti-poverty 
program.

independent agency. There are 8 different 
health care programs, administered by five 
separate agencies within the Department of 
Health and Human Services. And six cabinet 
departments and five independent agencies 
oversee 27 cash or general assistance pro-
grams. All together, seven different cabinet 
agencies and six independent agencies ad-
minister at least one anti-poverty program.

The exact number and composition of 
these programs fluctuates slightly from year 
to year, depending on congressional appro-
priations and presidential priorities. For ex-
ample, the 2011 federal budget eliminated 
programs such as the Foster Grandparent 
Program, the Senior Companion Program, 
Even Start, and Vista, while creating new 
ones such as Choice Neighborhood Planning 
Grants, the Emergency Homeowners Loan 

Program, and the Capacity Building for Sus-
tainable Communities Fund. However, the 
number of federal anti-poverty programs has 
exceeded 100 for more than a decade. 

State and local governments provide ad-
ditional funding for several of these pro-
grams and operate a number of programs 
on their own. Federal spending accounts for 
roughly two-thirds of welfare funding, with 
the states—and occasionally localities—ac-
counting for the rest. 

The single largest welfare program today 
is Medicaid. Medicaid spending that sup-
ports health care for the poor, excluding 
funding for nursing home or long-term care 
for the elderly, topped $228 billion in 2011. 
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (food stamps) was the second most ex-
pensive welfare program, costing taxpayers 

Figure 1
Poverty Threshold, Federal Welfare Spending, and Total Welfare Spending for a 
Family of Three (in dollars)

Source: Author’s calculations using General Services Administration, Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance, 
https://www.cfda.gov/; U.S. Census Bureau, “The 2012 Statistical Abstract”; Katherine Bradley and Robert 
Rector, “Confronting the Unsustainable Growth of Welfare Entitlements: Principles of Reform,” Heritage 
Foundation, thf_media.s3.amazonaws.com/2010/pdf/bg2427.pdf.
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At least 
106 million 

Americans receive 
benefits from one 

or more of these 
programs.

nearly $72 billion. Rounding out the top 10 
were the Earned Income Tax Credit, Child 
Tax Credit, Pell Grants, Supplemental Securi-
ty Income, the State Children’s Health Insur-
ance Program, housing vouchers, and TANF 
(see Figure 2).

At least 106 million Americans receive ben-
efits from one or more of these programs.5 
Again, Medicaid tops the list, with roughly 
49 million poor Americans receiving benefits 
from this program (once again excluding the 
elderly receiving assistance to pay for long-
term care and nursing home care).6 Second 
is food stamps; nearly 41 million Americans, 
about 15 percent of the population, now re-
ceive food stamps, the highest number in 
U.S. history.7 Looking at the remainder of 
the 10 most costly programs, all provide ben-
efits to more than 4.5 million Americans (see 
Figure 3).

None of this, of course, includes middle-
class entitlements such as Medicare and 
Social Security, which, while not designed 

specifically as anti-poverty programs, never-
theless represent transfer payments from the 
government. Overall, government payouts, 
including middle-class entitlements, now 
account for more than a third of all wages 
and salaries in the United States.8 Worse, if 
one includes salaries from government em-
ployment, more than half of Americans re-
ceive a substantial portion of their income 
from the government.9 

Any way that you look at it, we are rapidly 
becoming a society where more and more 
people rely on the government for their sup-
port.

More Money, More Poverty

By any measure, U.S. welfare spending 
has increased dramatically since 1965. In 
constant dollars, federal spending on wel-
fare and anti-poverty programs has risen 
from $178 billion to $668 billion, a 375 per-

Figure 2
Cost of Largest Welfare Programs (federal portion only)

Source: Author’s calculations using data from Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance, https://www.cfda.gov/.
Note: SNAP=Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; SSI=Supplemental Security Income; EITC=Earned 
Income Tax Credit; TANF=Temporary Assistance to Needy Families; and SCHIP=State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program.
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Figure 3
Enrollment in Most Costly Welfare Programs

Source: Author’s Calculations using General Services Administration, Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance, 
https://www.cfda.gov/; Congressional Budget Office. 
Note: SNAP=Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; SSI=Supplemental Security Income; EITC=Earned 
Income Tax Credit; TANF=Temporary Assistance to Needy Families; and SCHIP=State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program.
*Refers to number of units.

Figure 4
Welfare Spending 1973–2011 

Source: Authors calculations using General Services Administration, Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance, 
https://www.cfda.gov/; Congressional Budget Office, “The Budget and Economic Outlook: Fiscal Years 2011 
to 2021,” Appendix F, Table F-9 Outlays for Mandatory Spending; Congressional Research Service, “Cash and 
Noncash Benefits for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data,” Report 
RL33340, March 2006.
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The Obama 
administration 

has increased 
spending on 

welfare programs 
by more than 
$193 billion.

cent increase in constant 2011 dollars, while 
total welfare spending—including state and 
local funds—has risen from $256 billion to 
$908 billion.

Measured as a percentage of GDP, fed-
eral spending increased more than fourfold, 
from just 0.83 percent of GDP to 4.4 per-
cent.10 Total welfare spending nearly tripled, 
from 2.19 percent of GDP to 6 percent (see 
Figure 5).

And, on a per capita basis, that is per poor 
person, federal spending has risen by more 
than 900 percent, from $1,625 to $14,848, 
while total spending rose by a smaller, but 
still substantial 651 percent, from $3,032 to 
$19,743 (see Figure 6).11 

Over the last decade the increase has been 
even more rapid. Federal welfare spend-
ing increased significantly under the Bush 
administration, but President Obama has 
thrown money at anti-poverty programs at 
an unprecedented rate. Since taking office, 
the Obama administration has increased 
spending on welfare programs by more than 
$193 billion (see Figure 7).12

These numbers are slightly distorted by 
the inclusion of Medicaid, where expendi-

tures have increased because of the overall 
rise in health care costs as well as program 
expansion. However, even excluding Medic-
aid, spending on means-tested social welfare 
programs grew by 26 percent from 1990 to 
2008—and much more rapidly since then. Ex-
penditures for every program except TANF 
increased in real terms.13 The growth of ex-
penditures has been particularly strong for 
“in-kind” programs, which provide benefits 
for specific consumption, such as medical 
care, food, and housing, rather than cash.14 

Some of the increase, of course, is clearly 
due to the recession. Many of these pro-
grams are countercyclical, meaning that 
they automatically expand during economic 
downturns. However, increases in both par-
ticipation and spending were greater dur-
ing this recession than in previous ones. For 
example, during the 1980–82 recession, en-
rollment in food stamps increased by only 
635,000, and spending rose by just $124 
million (in constant 2012 dollars). During 
the 1990–92 recession and jobless recovery, 
enrollment increased by 5.2 million, and 
spending rose by $9.1 billion. During the 
current recession (over a comparable three-

Figure 5
Welfare Spending as a Percentage of GDP

Source: Author’s calculations using Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Current and Real Gross Domestic Product,” 
October 27, 2010, http://www.bea.gov/national/xls/gdplev.xls; Congressional Research Service, “Cash and 
Noncash Benefits for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data.
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Figure 6
Annual Welfare Spending per Person in Poverty (in 2011 dollars)

Figure 7
Total Federal Welfare Spending

Source: Author’s calculations using U.S. Census Bureau, “Table 7: Number of People in Poverty by Sex,” http://
www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/historical/people.html; General Services Administration, Catalog 
of Federal Domestic Assistance, https://www.cfda.gov/; Congressional Research Service, “Cash and Noncash 
Benefits for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data,” Report RL33340, 
March 2006.

Source: Author’s calculations using General Services Administration, Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance, 
https://www.cfda.gov/.
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Over the next 10 
years, federal and 

state governments 
will spend 

$250,000 for 
every American 

currently living in 
poverty.

year period), enrollment increased by 12 
million people, while spending increased by 
$30 billion.15

Of course, this recession was deeper 
than those previous ones—unemployment 
peaked at 9.8 percent during this recession 
versus 7.8 percent in 1992.16 But the dramat-
ically larger increase also suggests that part 
of the program’s growth is due to conscious 
policy choices by this administration to ease 
eligibility rules and expand caseloads. For 
example, income limits for eligibility have 
risen twice as fast as inflation since 2007 
and are now roughly 10 percent higher than 
they were when Obama took office.17 More-
over, the definition of “categorical eligibil-
ity” for the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program was expanded substantially 
in the 2008 farm bill and led to the asset test 
for eligibility being relaxed, as values of ve-
hicles, retirement accounts, and education 
savings accounts began to be excluded from 
the test. Categorical eligibility allows states 
to declare large numbers of families eligi-
ble for food stamps without actually going 
through the individual eligibility process. 
Coupled with the fact that Congress allows 
states to use this determination for families 
with incomes up to 200 percent of the pov-
erty line, the combination of the two rules 
allows large numbers of nonpoor persons to 
qualify. 18

The same holds true for other welfare 
programs. For example, the stimulus bill in-
cluded a provision that created a new “emer-
gency fund” to help states pay for added wel-
fare recipients, with the federal government 
footing 80 percent of the cost for the new 
“clients.”19 This was an important change 
because it undid many of the incentives con-
tained in the 1996 Clinton welfare reform, 
which helped states to reduce welfare rolls. 
Under the new rules, states that succeed in 
getting people off welfare lose the oppor-
tunity for increased federal funding. And 
states that make it easier to stay on welfare 
(by, say, raising the time limit from two years 
to five) are rewarded with more taxpayer 
cash. The bill even let states with rising wel-

fare rolls continue to collect their “case-load 
reduction” bonuses.20

According to Obama administration pro-
jections, combined federal and state welfare 
spending will not drop significantly once the 
economy fully recovers. As we have seen, wel-
fare spending has continued to increase.21 
By 2014 this spending is likely to equal $1 
trillion per year and will total $10.3 trillion 
over the next 10 years.22 According to these 
projections, over the next 10 years, federal 
and state governments will spend $250,000 
for every American currently living in pov-
erty, or $1 million for every poor family of 
four.23 And that does not include spending 
under the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act, which will dramatically increase 
the number of low-income Americans par-
ticipating in Medicaid.24

Little “Bang for the Buck”

All this spending has not bought an ap-
preciable reduction in poverty. As Figure 8 
makes clear, the poverty rate has remained 
relatively constant since 1965, despite rising 
welfare spending. In fact, the only apprecia-
ble decline occurred in the 1990s, a time of 
state experimentation with tightening wel-
fare eligibility, culminating in the passage 
of national welfare reform (the Personal Re-
sponsibility and Work Responsibility Act of 
1996). And, since 2006, poverty rates have ris-
en despite a massive increase in spending.25 

Previous analysis of this sort was criti-
cized, with some justification, because tradi-
tional poverty measures do not account for 
the value of noncash welfare benefits. Nor 
do they account for costs of taxes or employ-
ment costs, or the different costs of living 
in different parts of the country. However, 
the Census Bureau has now released a new 
alternative poverty measure which does take 
both those benefits and expenses into ac-
count. This new measure suggests that the 
real poverty level in the United States could 
actually be higher than under the tradition-
al measures by roughly 16 percent.26
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Clearly we are 
spending more 
than enough 
money to have 
significantly 
reduced poverty. 
Yet we haven’t.

Of course, this does not mean that anti-
poverty spending has had no impact. Cer-
tainly it could be argued that, without such 
spending, poverty levels would be even high-
er. Indeed, the alternative poverty measure 
suggests that without welfare benefits, pov-
erty rates could exceed 18 percent. However, 
most of that difference is attributable to the 
Earned Income Tax Credit. Other programs 
have only a marginal impact on poverty 
rates.27 

There is also some evidence that even if 
anti-poverty spending failed to lift many 
people out of poverty, it did reduce the se-
verity of that poverty. According to the alter-
native poverty measure, for instance, taking 
into account the full range of welfare ben-
efits received reduces the number of Ameri-
cans living in extreme poverty—that is below 
50 percent of the poverty level—from 6.2 per-
cent to 5.4 percent.28 These people remained 
poor, but less poor than before.

Still, given the level of anti-poverty spend-
ing, both in the aggregate and on a per cap-
ita basis, this amounts to surprisingly little 
“bang for the buck.” Moreover, other studies 
suggest that the impact of anti-poverty pro-
grams on reducing both poverty and deep 
poverty was actually greater before recent in-
creases in welfare spending. For example, an-
ti-poverty efforts were more effective among 
single-parent families and the unemployed, 
groups most at risk for deep poverty, prior to 
1985 than in recent years, despite increasing 
expenditures.29 

Clearly we are spending more than 
enough money to have significantly reduced 
poverty. Yet we haven’t. This should suggest 
that we are doing something wrong. This is 
not just a question of the inefficiency of gov-
ernment bureaucracies, although the mul-
tiplicity of programs and overlapping juris-
dictions surely means that there is a lack of 
accountability within the system. 

Figure 8
Poverty Rate vs. Welfare Spending 1976–2011

Source: Based on Author’s calculations, poverty rates from U.S. Census Bureau, http://www.census.gov/hhes/
www/poverty/data/historical/people.html, and state level welfare spending from  Congressional Research Service, 
“Cash and Noncash Benefits for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data.
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The concept 
behind how we 
fight poverty is 

wrong.

In addition, whatever the intention be-
hind government programs, they are soon 
captured by special interests. The nature of 
government is such that programs are al-
most always implemented in a way to bene-
fit those with a vested interest in them rath-
er than to actually achieve the programs’ 
stated goals. As economists Dwight Lee and 
Richard McKenzie among others point out, 
the political power necessary to transfer in-
come to the poor is power that can be used 
to transfer income to the nonpoor, and the 
nonpoor are usually better organized po-
litically and more capable of using political 
power to achieve their purposes.30 Among 
the nonpoor with a vital interest in anti-
poverty programs are social workers and 
government employees who administer the 
programs and business people, such as land-
lords and physicians, who are paid to pro-
vide services to the poor. Thus, anti-poverty 
programs are usually more concerned with 
protecting the prerogatives of the bureau-
cracy than with actually fighting poverty.

But more important, the concept behind 
how we fight poverty is wrong. The vast 
majority of current programs are focused 
on making poverty more comfortable—giv-
ing poor people more food, better shelter, 
health care, and so forth—rather than giving 
people the tools that will help them escape 
poverty. And we actually have a pretty solid 
idea of the keys to getting out of and staying 
out of poverty: (1) finish school; (2) do not 
get pregnant outside marriage; and (3) get a 
job, any job, and stick with it. 

Consider: High school dropouts are 
roughly three and a half times more likely to 
end up in poverty than those who complete 
at least a high school education.31 If they do 
find jobs, their wages are likely to be low. 
Wages for high school dropouts have de-
clined (in inflation-adjusted terms) by 17.5 
percent over the past 30 years.32 At the same 
time, children growing up in single parent 
families are four times more likely to be poor 
than children growing up in two-parent 
families.33 Roughly 63 percent of all poor 
children reside in single-parent families.34 

And only 2.6 percent of full-time workers are 
poor. The “working poor” are a small minor-
ity of the poor population. Even part-time 
work makes a significant difference. Only 15 
percent of part-time workers are poor, com-
pared with 23.9 percent of adults who do not 
work.35 

To jobs, education, and marriage, we can 
add one more important stepping stone on 
the road out of poverty—savings and the ac-
cumulation of wealth. As Michael Sherraden 
of Washington University in St. Louis has 
noted, “for the vast majority of households, 
the pathway out of poverty is not through 
consumption, but through saving and accu-
mulation.”36

Yet with the exception of some education 
programs such as Pell grants and some job 
training programs, little of our current wel-
fare state encourages—and much discourag-
es—the behavior and skills that would help 
them stay in school, avoid unmarried preg-
nancies, find a job, and save money. All of 
this suggests that it is far past time to reeval-
uate our current approach to fighting pov-
erty. Although a comprehensive alternative 
to our current welfare state is beyond the 
scope of this paper, it should be clear that we 
need to focus less on making poverty more 
comfortable and more on creating the pros-
perity that will get people out of poverty. 

Conclusion

The American welfare state is much larger 
than commonly believed. The federal govern-
ment alone currently funds and operates 126 
different welfare or anti-poverty programs, 
spending more than $668 billion per year. 
State and local governments provide addi-
tional funding for several of these programs 
and also operate a number of programs on 
their own, adding another $284 billion per 
year. That means that, at all levels, govern-
ment is spending more than $952 billion per 
year, just short of the trillion dollar mark. 

Yet for all this spending, we have made 
remarkably little progress in reducing pov-
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The federal 
government 
alone currently 
funds and 
operates 126 
different welfare 
or anti-poverty 
programs.

erty. Indeed, poverty rates have risen in re-
cent years even as spending on anti-poverty 
programs has increased. All of this suggests 
that the answer to poverty lies not in the ex-
pansion of the welfare state, but in building 
the habits and creating the conditions that 
lead to prosperity. 

It would make sense therefore to shift 
our anti-poverty efforts from government 
programs that simply provide money or 
goods and services to those who are living 
in poverty to efforts to create the condi-
tions and incentives that will make it eas-
ier for people to escape poverty. Poverty, 
after all, is the natural condition of man. 
Indeed, throughout most of human his-
tory, man has existed in the most meager of 
conditions. Prosperity, on the other hand, 
is something that is created. And we know 
that the best way to create wealth is not 
through government action, but through 
the power of the free market. 

That means that if we wish to fight pov-
erty, we should end those government poli-
cies—high taxes and regulatory excess—that 
inhibit growth and job creation. We should 
protect capital investment and give people 
the opportunity to start new businesses. We 
should reform our failed government school 
system to encourage competition and choice. 
We should encourage the poor to save and 
invest.

We all seek a society where every Ameri-
can can reach his or her full potential, where 
as few people as possible live in poverty, and 
where no one must go without the basic ne-
cessities of life. More importantly we seek a 
society in which every person can live a ful-
filled and actualized life. Shouldn’t we judge 
the success of our efforts to end poverty not 
by how much charity we provide to the poor 
but by how few people need such charity? 

By that measure, our current $1 trillion 
War on Poverty is a failure.

Appendix
Federal Welfare Programs

Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants

Medicaid37  228,000.0  48,900,000

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP)38  75,000.0  44,200,000

Earned Income Tax Credit  
(Refundable Portion)39  55,000.0  27,000,000 (households)

Supplemental Security Income40  43,700.0  8,100,000

Federal Pell Grants41  41,000.0  9,614,000

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families42  21,000.0  4,492,000 (monthly average)

Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers43  18,100.0  2,000,000 (households)

Very Low to Moderate Income 
Housing Loans- Sec. 50244  16,700.0  131,370 (units)

Title 1 Grants to Local Education 
Agencies45  14,100.0  N/A (formula grants)

Children’s Health Insurance 
Program46  13,459.0  7,705,723

National School Lunch Program47  10,900.0  31,000,000

Adjustable Rate Mortgages48  10,600.0  43,687 (units)
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Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants

Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood 
Home Visiting Program49  7,500.0  N/A (formula grants)

Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC)50    7,170.0  9,180,000

Head Start51  7,100.0  904,000

Child Care and Development Block 
Grant52  5,000.0  N/A (formula grant)

Low Income Home Energy 
Assistance53  4,700.0  N/A (formula grants)

Foster Care Title IV54  3,976.0  N/A (formula grants)

Public and Indian Housing55  3,900.0  1,100,000 (units)

State Administrative Matching Grants 
for SNAP56  3,403.0  N/A (formula grants)

Child Care and Development 
Mandatory and Matching Funds57  2,917.0  N/A (formula grants)

School Breakfast Program58  2,900.0  11,600,000

Adoption Assistance59  2,480.0  N/A (formula grants)

Public Housing Capital Fund60  2,307.0  N/A (project grants) 

Social Services Block Grant Title XX61  1,700.0  N/A (formula grants)

Home Investment Partnership 
Program62  1,610.0  92,228 units (estimate)

Universal Service Fund63  1,320.0  8,442,355

Impact Aid64  1,267.0  N/A (formula grants)

Supportive Housing Program65  1,181.0  N/A (project grants)

Academic Competitive Grants 
(SMART) Grants66  980.5  713,000

Federal Work Study Program67  978.8  711,588

Rural Rental Assistance Payments68  953.7  Not available

Work Investment Act (WIA) Youth 
Activities69  825.9  279,093

WIA Adult Program70  770.8  5,800,000

Supplemental Education Opportunity 
Grants71  735.9  1,301,163

Indian Housing Block Grants72  754.9  N/A (formula grants)

Community Services Block Grant73  668.1  N/A (formula grants)

Special Programs for the Aging, Title 
III, Part C, Nutrition Services74  648.8  N/A (formula grants)

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2226525



13

Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants

Adult Education Grants to States75  596.1  N/A (formula grants)

Supportive Housing for the Elderly76  580  Not available

Maternal and Child Health Services 
Block Grants to the States77  552.6  N/A (formula grants)

Race to the Top Early Learning 
Challenge78  500.0

 N/A (project/discretionary 
 grants)

Shelter Plus Care79  463.6  N/A (project grants)

Legal Services Corporation80  404.2  905,406 cases closed

Migrant Education State Grant 
Program81  394.7  445,707

Promoting Safe and Stable Families82  376.2  N/A (program grants)

Summer Food Service Program for 
Children83  371.3  2,341,000 (peak month)

Special Programs for the Aging, Title 
III, Part B, Grants for Supportive 
Services84  361.4  N/A (formula grants)

TRIO Upward Bound85  305.4  64,262

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) Supplemental 
Grants86  319.0  N/A (formula grants)

Gaining Early Awareness and 
Readiness for Undergraduate 
Programs87  302.8  748,000

TRIO Student Support Services88  290.5  202,921

Stephanie Tubbs Jones Child Welfare 
Program89  281.0  N/A (formula grants)

Weatherization Assistance for Low 
Income Persons90  250.0  N/A (formula grants)

Emergency Food Assistance Program 
(Commodities)91  247.5  N/A (formula grants)

Emergency Food and Shelter 
Program92  225.0  N/A (program grants)

Federal Aid to State Administrative 
Expenses for Child Nutrition93  206.9  N/A (formula grants)

Lower Income Housing Assistance 
Program, Section 8, Moderate 
Rehabilitation94  202.6  Not available

Commodity Supplemental Food 
Program95  175.7  518,000

Community Development Block 
Grant, Section 108 Loan Guarantees96  165.8  N/A (formula grants)

College Access Challenge Grant 
Program97  150.0  N/A (formula grants)
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Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants

Investing in Innovation Fund (I3)98  148.1  N/A (program grants)

TRIO Talent Search99  138.7  319,678

Youthbuild100  120.0  N/A (project grants)

Demolition and Revitalization of 
Severely Distressed Public Housing101  99.8  N/A (project grants)

WIC Grants to States102  99.5  N/A (project grants)

Healthy Start Initiative103  98.1  N/A (project grants)

Food Distribution Program on Indian 
Reservations104  97.0  84,609

U.S. Refugee Admissions Program105  90.0  80,000

Appalachian Area Development106  72.0  N/A (project grants)

Education for Homeless Children and 
Youth107  63.7  N/A (formula grants)

Indian Social Services Welfare 
Assistance108  63.1  Not available

Projects for Assistance in the 
Transition from Homelessness109  62.0  91,950

Farm Labor Housing Loans and 
Grants110  61.6  Not available

Indian Community Development 
Block Grant Program111  57.9  N/A

Indian and Native American Training 
Grant Program112  54.2  Not Available

Very Low Income Housing Repair 
Loans and Grants113  53.7  4,150,000 (units)

Prevention and Intervention Programs 
for Children and Youths Who Are 
Neglected, Delinquent, or at Risk114 50.3  N/A (formula grants)

Section 4 Capacity Building for 
Community Development and 
Affordable Housing115 49.4  N/A (project grants)

High School Graduation Initiative116 48.9  N/A (project grants)

TRIO Educational Opportunity 
Centers117 46.8  205,611

WIA Pilots, Demonstrations and 
Research Projects118 46.5  N/A (project grants)

TRIO McNair Post-Baccalaureate 
Achievement119 46.1  5,419

Indian Health Services (Urban )120 43.1  N/A (project grants)

Adoption Incentive Payments121 39.5  N/A (formula grants)
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Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants

Transitional Living for Homeless 
Youth122 39.3  N/A (project grants)

Rural Self Help Housing Technical 
Assistance123 36.9  N/A (project grants)

Graduate Assistance in Areas of 
National Need124 30.9  N/A (program grants)

Section 538 Rural Rental Housing 
Guaranteed Housing125 30.9  Not available

Self-Help Ownership Opportunity 
Program126 26.7  N/A (project grants)

Assets for Independence 
Demonstration Program127 24.0  N/A (project grants)

Services to Indian Children, Elderly 
and Families128 22.6  Not available

Special Programs for the Aging Title 
III Part D Disease Prevention and 
Health Promotion Services129 20.9  N/A (formula grants)

Senior Farmers Market Nutrition 
Program130 20.6  844,999

Migrant Education- High School 
Equivalency131 19.9  7,000

WIC Farmers Market Nutrition 
Program132 19.9  2,150,000

Outreach and Assistance for 
Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and 
Ranchers133 19.0  N/A (program grants)

Rural Rental Housing Loans134 18.0  Not available

Migrant Education, College Assistance 
Migrant Program135 16.5  2,400

Child Care Access Means Parents in 
School136 16.0  N/A (program grants)

Rural Development Multi-Family 
Housing Revitalization Development 
Program137 14.9  N/A (program grants)

Rent Supplements: Rental Housing 
for Lower Income Families138 12.4  Not available

Indian Child Welfare Act Title II 
Grants139 11.0  N/A (project grants)

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program Outreach and 
Participation140 11.0  N/A (project grants)

Special Milk Program for Children141 10.6  Not available

Rural Housing Site Loans and Self-
Help Housing Land Development 
Loans142 10.0  Not available
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Name Cost $ millions Number of Participants
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Community Development Block 
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