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ABSTRACT 
 

In August 2019, the Department of Homeland Security issued a new final Public Charge 

rule overhauling how the federal government evaluates an individual’s admission to the United 

States. Under prior well-established policy, an individual could be deemed a “public charge” and 

inadmissible if they were considered likely to become primarily dependent on the government for 

subsistence through receipt of public cash assistance. The Trump administration significantly 

expanded the definition of a “public charge” to include individuals receiving government 

assistance in the form of Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Section 8 housing 

assistance, and other welfare programs for longer than 12 months over a three-year period. Shortly 

after the rule was proposed, researchers found a “chilling effect” and drastic decline in noncitizen 

use of public benefits relative to natives (Capps, Fix, and Batalova 2020). Using the Annual Social 

and Economic Supplement of the Current Population Survey, I evaluate if foreign-born headed 

households are more likely to be welfare dependent, meaning they derive more than half of their 

income from public benefits, than their native household counterparts. I also examine if the 

implementation of the new Public Charge rule resulted in a statistically significant difference in 

welfare dependence for foreign-born headed households between 2014 and 2020. I find that 

foreign-born headed households are less likely to be welfare dependent than native headed 

households, countering the belief that immigrants take advantage of public benefits.  In addition, 
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I find that there was a modest decline in welfare dependence for foreign-born households between 

2014 and 2020, across all education levels and low education households. This research provides 

policy makers and researchers with ample evidence that under current welfare policies, immigrants 

do not utilize public benefits at a higher rate than natives and informs future debate surrounding 

social safety net reform. 

  



 v 

 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 
The research and writing of this thesis are 

dedicated to my support system – my family, my partner, and my classmates. I would also like to 

thank the countless scientists, healthcare workers, and essentials workers leading us out of the 

COVID-19 pandemic – many of whom are immigrants.  

 

Many thanks, 
 

Ravneet Kaur 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................. 1 

LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................................... 4 

Background ......................................................................................................................4 

Pre-1996 ...........................................................................................................................5 

Post-1996 .........................................................................................................................6 

Recent Research ...............................................................................................................8 

Globalization and Ethnicity Theories ............................................................................10 

Original Contribution .....................................................................................................11 

THEORETICAL MODEL ................................................................................................ 12 

EMPIRICAL MODEL ...................................................................................................... 14 

DATA AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS .................................................................... 19 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS ........................................................................................... 25 

Key Independent Variables ............................................................................................25 

Policy Relevant Dependent Variables ...........................................................................27 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS ........................................................ 33 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................. 37 

  



 vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

 
Figure 1: Average State Welfare Income Receipt Between 2015 and 2020 ..................... 22	

Figure 2: Foreign-Born Population by State (2014) ......................................................... 23	

Figure 3: Foreign-Born Population by State (2019) ......................................................... 24	

 



 viii 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics ...................................................................................................... 21	

Table 2: Model 1 (All Education Levels for Household Heads) .................................................. 29	

Table 3: Model 2 (Household Heads with a High School Degree or Less) .................................. 31	

 

 
  



 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The goal of this thesis is to determine if immigrants are more likely to be dependent on 

welfare programs in the United States than natives in response to calls for Public Charge policy 

reform, which contends that immigrants take advantage of generous welfare programs. Given 

recent changes in welfare policy and current immigration patterns in the United States, I 

hypothesize that immigrants are less welfare dependent than their native counterparts. In this 

paper, I develop a model using socioeconomic and demographic data from the U.S. Census 

Bureau, specifically the Current Population Survey and the Annual Social and Economic 

Supplement (ASEC), to examine the relationship between foreign-born headed households and 

native headed household and their welfare dependence.  

Do immigrants in the United States utilize welfare at a higher rate than natives? Which 

factors can best explain the variation in welfare use? The current political climate focuses on the 

negative impacts of US immigration policy, specifically that foreign-born residents are taking 

advantage of a “generous” welfare system and at risk of becoming “public charges”. Research on 

immigrant welfare is imperative for future immigration reform in the United States, which remains 

a top policy priority in the 21st century in an increasingly globalized world. 

In the United States, the immigrant population comprises an increasingly larger part of the 

labor force, particularly among low-wage workers. Previous research demonstrates that immigrant 

workers are paid less than their native counterparts and are much more likely to drop out of high 

school to enter the workforce (Capps et al. 2003). Immigrant women earn lower wages than their 

male native and foreign-born counterparts and immigrant men dominate the low-wage labor force. 

While many immigrants enter the US with high-level credentials, a significant number of 

immigrants have low-levels of English proficiency and are “outside of the reach of government-
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sponsored job training programs” (Capps et al. 2003). Even with a steady increase in immigration, 

the foreign-born labor force continues to be overrepresented amongst low-wage and less educated 

workers. Despite numerous studies reiterating the value and productivity of immigrant labor in the 

United States, opponents of immigration continue to focus policy reform on limiting immigrant 

access to government assistance.   

 In 2020, the Trump administration fought several cases to implement a controversial update 

to the “Public Charge” rule. Introduced in the Immigration Act of 1882, the Public Charge rule 

establishes grounds for inadmissibility for new immigrants who are deemed as primarily 

dependent on the government for subsistence with significant modifications in 1999 and 2019. The 

administration changed the rule to make it so that any immigrant who “receives at least one 

designated public benefit — including Medicaid, food stamps, welfare or public housing vouchers 

— for more than 12 months within any three-year period will be considered a ‘public charge’ and 

will be more likely to be denied a green card” (Weixel 2020). While previous administrations have 

utilized the public charge rule, the recent change signifies one of the most stringent uses in modern 

history. Regardless of the underlying assumptions of the new public charge implementation, the 

policy change has significant ramifications for incoming immigrants and those already residing in 

the United States applying for permanent residency and citizenship. 

 In my specified model, I explore the relationship between foreign-born headed households 

and their native counterparts and whether they are welfare dependent, meaning they derive more 

than half of their income from public benefits. The dependent variable is a dummy variable 

measuring welfare dependence and independent variables include socioeconomic and 

demographic variables, specifically if a household is headed by a foreign-born individual. I use a 

t-test to measure the statistical significance of the household nativity variable.  
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The paper proceeds as follows: In Section II, I present a brief introduction to the breadth 

of literature available on immigrant welfare participation in the United States and insight into the 

research question. In Section III and IV, I outline the theoretical model driving the factors 

influencing welfare dependence and an empirical specification of the paper’s model. In Section V, 

I review the various data sources used and descriptive statistics. In Section VI, I review model 

results and provide a preliminary analysis. In Section VII, I conclude with a discussion on the 

public policy implications, specifically immigration policy, of my findings and provider a deeper 

analysis. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Background 
 
 Modern-day research on immigration and welfare policy in the United States can be 

segmented into three phases: pre-welfare reform in 1996, post-welfare reform, and globalization 

in the 21st century. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA)  of 1996 fundamentally altered welfare participation and denied noncitizens the right 

to receive most types of public assistance. PRWORA instituted work requirements for federal 

assistance and sanctioned non-compliance (Kaushal et. al 2020). The reform denied most forms of 

means assistance to non-citizens arriving after 1996 and limited eligibility for noncitizens already 

living in the US (Borjas 2002). This limitation on immigrant welfare use derived its origins from 

exclusionary federal immigration policy.  

In 1882, numerous US states objected to the economic burdens generated by immigrants, 

and Congress responded with the implementation of the “public charge” rule. The Immigration 

Act of 1882 banned the entry of “any persons unable to take care of himself without becoming a 

public charge” (Borjas 2002). However, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) did not 

historically interpret the use of healthcare, housing, nutrition and other welfare programs by 

noncitizens as grounds for deportation. Under the Trump administration, however, in August 2019, 

the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) created a new definition of the public charge rule 

and expanded the definition for grounds to deny permanent-residency applications. The rule 

granted immigration agencies the authority to deny visas and residency to immigrants who either 

previously used or were considered “likely to use” certain cash and non-cash public benefits, such 

as Medicaid, SNAP or Section 8 housing (ILRC 2020) – a drastic change to the established norms 

of the public charge rule. As a result, a Migration Policy Institute analysis found that noncitizen 
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participation in TANF, SNAP, and Medicaid declined at a rate two times faster than citizens 

between 2016 and 2019 (Capps, Fix, and Batalova 2020).   

Pre-1996 
 
 Prior to the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) 

of 1996, researchers generally found that immigrants were more likely than natives to use welfare 

benefits when accounting for non-cash benefits. Scholars criticized previous empirical evidence 

that found immigrant families were less likely than natives to receive public assistance, as only 

utilizing the decennial Census and simplistic cross-sectional models (Jensen 1988, Blau 1984). 

Borjas and Hilton (1996) reported that the difference between immigrant and native use of cash 

benefits is small, but the gap widens after adding other welfare programs in the analysis. The paper 

used data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) to capture most means-

tested entitlement programs from 1984 to 1991, such as AFDC, SSI, Medicaid, Food Stamps, and 

WIC, to develop an understanding of immigrant welfare participation.  

At the time, the SIPP was a panel survey collected monthly from the same individuals over 

four months and captured information on place of birth and year of arrival. Borjas and Hilton 

classified an immigrant as an individual born abroad, a naturalized citizen, or a non-citizen and all 

others as natives. Their study had three important implications for welfare research specializing in 

immigrant versus native use of benefits. As a result of using the SIPP to capture welfare use in the 

US as opposed to the Census, Borjas and Hilton found that the immigrant-native difference in 

welfare use was much larger when they included non-cash benefits, unlike previous studies. For 

example, in 1990/1991, over 9 percent of immigrant households used Food Stamps compared to 

only 6.5 percent of native households (p. 578).  Another important finding was that immigrant 

households experienced more frequent and longer “welfare spells”, implying that these households 
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spent a larger proportion of time using means-tested programs than natives. Last, the research 

showed that there are possible networks within ethnic immigrant communities that transmit 

information and influence the welfare benefits used by newly arrived immigrants. However, the 

study used a short sample period which followed households for 32 months and precludes 

conclusions on long-term implications of welfare dependency between natives and immigrants (p. 

602). Borjas and Hilton also concluded that their study did not consider the long-run benefits of 

providing subsidies and healthcare on the net benefits of improving nutrition and health of 

immigrant households.  

Post-1996  
 

 PRWORA profoundly shifted immigrant welfare participation in the US and numerous 

scholars examined whether the legislation altered welfare use and how. Fix and Passel (1999) 

examined the effects of welfare reform between 1994 and 1997, building on a study Fix had co-

authored of the “chilling” effects of the reform in Los Angeles County. In said study, Zimmerman 

and Fix (1998) found that the applications of legal noncitizen families for Medi-Cal and TANF 

fell by 71 percent between 1996 and 1998, while there was no decline among natives. In their 

analysis of Census data, Fix and Passel determined that “When welfare use among all households 

is examined, noncitizen participation levels were higher than citizens' in both 1994 and 1997… by 

1997, however, levels had declined so that noncitizens had lower participation rates than citizens 

(14.5 versus 17.9 percent)” (p. 2). The study, however, focused on immigrants who were already 

residing in the US and who were not largely affected by the reform since it predominantly impacted 

eligibility for newly arriving immigrants.  

 Continuing his specialization in immigrant use of welfare, Borjas (2002) empirically 

examined the impact of the 1996 Welfare Reform on welfare use in immigrant households using 



 7 

a larger sample set than Fix and Passel. The study utilizes data from the 1995-1999 CPS March 

Supplements, now titled the ASEC Supplement, to survey welfare participation at the household 

level. The data indicated that the probability of immigrant or native household receiving welfare 

assistance was constant prior to 1996 (p.1101). After PRWORA, the recipiency rate decreased for 

both natives and noncitizens, and in 1998, 20 percent of immigrants’ households and 14 percent 

of native households received welfare.  

 Using difference-in-differences, Borjas calculated that the recipiency rate dropped 2 

percentage points for native household and 4 percentage points among immigrant households 

(p.1101). He provided evidence that the reform impacted immigrant households’ participation in 

welfare reform at a higher rate, but attributed the national change to the extreme decline in 

California, where about 30% of immigrant households dwelt. By 1998 in California, immigrant 

households’ welfare receipt dropped by 8 percentage points while natives dropped 1.6 percentage 

points. He concluded the decline was likely the result of Proposition 187 (an initiative to prohibit 

undocumented immigrants from accessing any public funded services in CA) and any impact of 

the federal reform was neutralized “because many state governments responded to the federal 

legislation by offering state-funded programs to their immigrant population” (p. 1093). In a 

previous study, Borjas (1999) found that immigrant welfare recipients are more likely to live in 

high-benefit states than those who do not receive welfare and are more sensitive to changes in 

benefits than natives. Numerous studies concluded that welfare reform in 1996 led to behavioral 

changes in both immigrants and natives (Loftstrom and Bean, 2002; Fix et al., 2009; Fix & Passell, 

1999; Kaestner & Kaushal, 2005).  
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Recent Research 
 

With the 1996 welfare reform, the new tenet of modern-day welfare policy devolved the 

responsibility of safety net programs and eligibility from the federal government to the states. 

Some states responded with inclusionary immigration policy from sanctuary city policies to 

favorable safety net eligibility requirements. Bitler and Hoynes (2011) examined the US safety net 

for immigrant families with respect to the following programs: TANF, SNAP, SSI, Medicaid,  

State Children's Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and 

Unemployment Insurance (UI). The paper used data from the ASEC supplement for 1995-2010 to 

analyze descriptive trends in safety net participation and poverty among immigrants and natives. 

A handful of federal legislation loosened eligibility restrictions for immigrant families in the 

2000s. Notably, the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 allowed for children of 

permanent residents, disabled persons, and permanent residents in the country for five or more 

years to receive food stamps (p. 11). In addition, the 2009 SCHIP reauthorization bill allowed 

immigrant children and pregnant women to access Medicaid and SCHIP.  

 Bitler and Hoynes found that after restricting their sample to low-income families that 

immigrants participate in the safety net at lower rates than natives across almost all programs.  The 

study also had important implications for income and poverty rates among immigrants, and noted 

that in 2009, earnings represented 70 percent of total income for immigrant households below the 

poverty line compared to natives for whom earnings are 45 percent for those below the poverty 

line (p. 21). With respect to the Great Recession in 2007, they found that “labor market 

contractions have led to larger increases in poverty rates for children in immigrant headed 

households compared to native‐headed households” and that the safety net dampened the effects 

of the recession on native households and not immigrant households (p. 27). 
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 In a more recent study, Huang, Kaushal and Wang (2020) investigated the gap in welfare 

use between immigrants and natives using ASEC data from 1995-2018. The longer period of study 

allowed them to measure the gap across recessions, economic recovery, changes in welfare policy 

and policies towards immigrants. The research used a novel statistical method called the Oaxaca-

Blinder decomposition analysis to determine if the difference in natives and immigrants can be 

attributed to demographic factors, macroeconomic trends and policy. Similar to Bitler and Hoynes, 

Huang et. al limited the study to low-educated households (high school or less) because they are 

more likely to receive welfare.  

They used two summary outcomes of welfare use: one measured cash or near-cash 

programs (TANF, SNAP, and SSI) and another measure captured the former and public health 

insurance (SCHIP and Medicaid). In using Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition analysis, their analysis 

found that holding household characteristics constant, immigrant participation across both welfare 

summary outcomes was lower than natives. This research is in agreement with Bitler and Hoynes’ 

(2011) findings and the paper added that this held true across economic recessions and recoveries 

(Huang et. al 2020, pg. 28). Second, they found that immigrant participation in TANF, SNAP and 

SCHIP are sensitive to economic cycles. The finding supports evidence that “immigrant 

‘dependence’ on safety net programs is temporary and closely linked to the economy” (p. 29). 

Third, their analysis found that welfare program eligibility only explained a “modest” proportion 

of the gap in welfare use between immigrants and native. An important implication given that 

previous studies attributed changes in immigrant welfare-use to policy reform. Huang et. al’s 

research indicates that household characteristics are more consequential than policy changes in 

explaining the gap in immigrant-native welfare participation.  
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Globalization and Ethnicity Theories 
 

The previous literature examined and described the specific relationships between policy 

reform and differences in welfare use amongst immigrants and natives utilizing empirical and 

statistical methods. However, it is important to consider broader theories, such as globalization 

and race/ethnicity, and how they shape views of immigration and welfare spending in the US. Xu 

(2016) draws upon globalization and race/ethnicity theories to explore how recent influxes in 

immigrants have influenced public welfare spending across states in the US.  

The race/ethnicity theory finds that racial diversity exerts a downward pressure on welfare 

states because individuals are less altruistic to those who look different (Wood, 1994; Garrett, 

1998; Burgoon, 2001; Hays, Ehrlich, & Peinhardt, 2002; Boix, 2004). Previous research shows 

that cities and states with greater racial diversity offer less generous welfare programs and residents 

show less public support for welfare (Alesina and Glaeser 2004). In comparative political economy 

literature, the globalization theory posits that immigrant workers provide direct competition to 

native workers. This assumes that the majority of immigrants are low-skilled workers and displace 

low-skilled domestic workers by disrupting supply and demand. With respect to welfare policy, 

previous research finds that higher rates of globalization lead to increases in government spending 

due to increased labor competition and economic insecurity (Xu 2016, p. 9).  

Using pooled cross-section time-series, Xu found that increases in immigration to states 

with bleak job markets and exclusive welfare policy would increase welfare spending. Conversely, 

the paper found that increases in immigration in states with good job markets and inclusive welfare 

policies would decrease welfare spending. Thus, the study found that individual state context 

determines which theories are applicable and that a negative relationship between immigration and 

welfare spending is context dependent.  
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Original Contribution 
 

This paper contributes to existing literature by measuring the difference in welfare 

dependence between immigrants and natives and the likelihood of one group relying on welfare 

programs for 50 percent or more of their income. This research provides novel model specification 

by using an interaction variable to examine if foreign-born headed households altered their welfare 

dependency in light of the recent Public Charge policy change. Previous studies have focused on 

overall welfare participation, rather than welfare dependence, and do not include data from as 

recently as 2020. The implications of this paper are important for immigration reform and social 

safety net debates, as these debates question whether immigrant households utilize welfare at a 

higher rate than natives and if targeting policies to limit immigrant welfare use are founded in 

evidence.  
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THEORETICAL MODEL 
 

 As discussed in the literature review, when analyzing the differences in welfare use 

amongst natives and immigrants in the United States, there are numerous macro-level and micro-

level factors which determine the extent of welfare use and resulting dependence. In creating a 

framework for analysis, I developed a theoretical model that captures large-scale and time varying 

changes, such as comprehensive policy reform and economic conditions, and individual-level 

characteristics, such as socioeconomic status and immigration status. The following theoretical 

model supplies the inputs influencing an individual’s likelihood of receiving welfare in the United 

States and provides an analysis of the gap between immigrant and native welfare use: 

 

Welfare Dependence = ƒ(Welfare Policy, Economic Conditions, Globalization, 

Demographics, Socioeconomic Status, Immigration Status, Global Conflict, µ)  

                                                                                                                      (1) 

 
 The logic of the theoretical model, which goes on to inform the empirical model, is that 

individual characteristics, both fixed and varying, in combination with economic conditions, 

determine the extent of which an individual requires support from a social safety net. If an 

individual is unable to support themselves and/or their household through employment, they are 

likely to access the social safety net in the United States. For example, individuals with low 

education levels, lack of English proficiency, lack of access to stable jobs, lack of generational 

wealth and assets, are likely to use welfare at higher rates. These conditions are exacerbated by 

economic downturns and globalization, making it challenging for low skilled laborers to become 
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self-sufficient. If individuals are able to support their household, they are less likely to receive 

public assistance.  
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EMPIRICAL MODEL 
 
 
 In order to test the theoretical model above and previously stated hypothesis, I use two 

regressions to determine if households headed by foreign-born individuals are more likely to be 

welfare dependent than their native counterparts. The key variables of interest in both regressions 

measuring household-head nativity are HHFOREIGN-BORN and FOREIGNBORN_2020. The 

first set of regressions include households headed by individuals across all levels of education. In 

the second set of regressions, in order to narrow the dataset to households more likely to utilize 

welfare programs, I limit the regression to households headed by individuals with a high school 

degree or less. 

 The regressions are modeled as both linear probability and logit models since the outcome 

variable (WELFRDEPENDENT) is dichotomous and provide insight into the predicted probability 

of a household being welfare dependent. While the coefficients of a linear probability model can 

be directly interpreted as percent effects, coefficients of logit models are interpretable through 

marginal effects as discussed in the Results section and as percentage point effects.  

 
Model 1 (All Education Levels for Household Heads): 
 

WELFRDEPENDENT = ß0 + ß1 HHFOREIGN-BORN + ß2 FOREIGNBORN_2020 + ß3 
HHINCOME + ß4 HHFOODSTAMP + ß5 NFAMS + ß6 HHAGE + ß7 FEMALE + ß8 
ASIAN + ß9 BLACKNONHISP  + ß10 HISPANIC + ß11 NATIVEAMERICAN + ß12 OTHER  
+ ß13 HHMARRIED  + ß14 HHWIDOWED + ß15 HHSEPARATED  + ß16 HHNCHILD + 
ß17 YEARSIMMIG + ß18 HHWORKING  + ß19 HHUNEMPLOYED + ß20 LESSHS + ß21 
HSGRAD + ß22 BELOWPOVERTY  + ß23 MEDICAIDLY + ß24 CHILDCARE + ɛ   
                                                          (2) 
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Model 2 (Household Heads with a High School Degree or Less): 
 

WELFRDEPENDENT = ß0 + ß1 HHFOREIGN-BORN + ß2 FOREIGNBORN_2020 + ß3 
HHINCOME + ß4 HHFOODSTAMP + ß5 NFAMS + ß6 HHAGE + ß7 FEMALE + ß8 
ASIAN + ß9 BLACKNONHISP  + ß10 HISPANIC + ß11 NATIVEAMERICAN + ß12 OTHER  
+ ß13 HHMARRIED  + ß14 HHWIDOWED + ß15 HHSEPARATED  + ß16 HHNCHILD + 
ß17 YEARSIMMIG + ß18 HHWORKING  + ß19 HHUNEMPLOYED + ß20 LESSHS + ß21 
BELOWPOVERTY  + ß22 MEDICAIDLY + ß23 CHILDCARE + ɛ     
                                      (3) 
 

 
Where: 
 

WELFRDEPENDENT is if an individual received 50% or more of their annual income 
from public assistance programs (welfare). 
HHFOREIGN-BORN is if a household is headed by an individual born outside of the 
United States. 
FOREIGNBORN_2020 is if a household is headed by an individual born outside of the 
United States and interacted with data from 2020. 
HHINCOME is the household’s total yearly income. 
HHFOODSTAMP indicates whether one or more members of the household received 
benefits from the Supplement Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) during the prior 
year. 
NFAMS counts the number of different families residing within in a household. 
HHAGE is the age of the household head. 
FEMALE is a dummy-variable capturing if the household is headed by a female. 
ASIAN is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as Asian.  
BLACKNONHISP is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as 
Black and Non-Hispanic. 
HISPANIC is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as Hispanic. 
NATIVEAMERICAN is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as 
Native American. 
OTHER is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies neither as White, 
Asian, Black Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, or Native American. 
HHMARRIED is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as 
married. 
HHWIDOWED is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as 
widowed. 
HHSEPARATED is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head identifies as 
separated. 
HHNCHILD counts the number of children in a household. 
YEARSIMMIG reports the number of years since the household head immigrated to the 
United States. 
HHWORKING is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head is reportedly 
employed. 
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HHUNEMPLOYED is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head is reportedly 
unemployed. 
LESSHS is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head did not complete high 
school. 
HSGRAD is a dummy-variable capturing if the household head completed high school. 
BELOWPOVERTY indicates if a household is above or below the poverty threshold. 
MEDICAIDLY indicates if the household head was covered by Medicaid in the last year.  
CHILDCARE indicates whether persons received childcare services or assistance during 
the previous calendar year so they could go to work or school or training. 
ɛ is the random error. 
 

 
The dependent variable in my model is a dummy variable measuring welfare dependence 

(WELFRDEPENDENT) use as defined by the Department of Health and Human Services: 

“Welfare dependence is the proportion of all individuals in families that receive more than half of 

their total family income in one year from TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), 

SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), and/or SSI (Social Security Income)” 

(Crouse and Gilbert 2014). I created a dichotomous dependent variable by measuring household 

head welfare use relative to total household income and categorized those who reported 50% or 

more of their income from the following welfare programs: SNAP, Cash Assistance programs, or 

SSI as “welfare dependent”. The ASEC supplement does not specifically capture TANF data, but 

rather groups all cash assistance that is considered pre-tax income (if any) which the respondent 

received during the previous calendar year from various public assistance programs under “welfare 

income”. Therefore, the dependent variable is measured as follows:  

WELFUSE = (Household Income from SSI (INCSSI) + Family Market Value of Food 

Stamps (FOODSTAMP) + Household Income from Cash Assistance (INCWELFR)) / Total 

Family Income (FTOTVAL) and if WELFUSE > 0.5, then WELFRDEPENDENT = 1, 

otherwise WELFRDEPENDENT = 0              (4) 
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The independent variables in the model measure socioeconomic and demographic 

characteristics of individuals. The primary independent variables of the data set are 

HHFOREIGNBORN and HHFOREIGNBORN_2020. HHFOREIGNBORN is a dummy, 

interaction variable capturing if the head of a household is native or foreign born. 

HHFOREIGNBORN_2020 is a dummy variable capturing if the head of a household is native or 

foreign born and only includes responses from 2020.  

For both variables of interest, HHFOREIGNBORN and HHFOREIGNBORN_2020, I 

expect a negative and significant relationship with the likelihood of being welfare dependent, given 

my hypothesis that foreign-born headed households are less likely to be welfare dependent than 

their household counterparts, both before and after the implementation of the new Public Charge 

rule. I expect the coefficients in Model 1 (All Education Levels for Household Heads) to be small 

in magnitude and statistically significant since the larger dataset includes both newly arrived 

immigrant and well-established immigrant household heads. I expect the coefficients in Model 2 

(Household Heads with a High School Degree or Less) to be modest in magnitude and statistically 

significant since the restricted group is more likely to use welfare programs.  

 General demographic information captured in the model at the household-head level 

include: age (HHAGE), female (FEMALE), Asian (ASIAN), Black and non-Hispanic 

(BLACKNONHISP), Hispanic (HISPANIC), Native American (NATIVEAMERICAN), all other 

races (OTHER), marital status (HHMARRIED, HHWIDOWED, HHSEPARATED), employment 

status (HHWORKING, HHUNEMPLOYED), number of families in a household (NFAMS), 

number of children in a household (HHNCHILD), years since household head immigrated 

(YEARSIMMIG), and educational attainment (LESSHS, HSGRAD). I included a household income 

variable from the ASEC survey to measure socioeconomic status regardless of welfare use: total 
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household income (HHINCOME). While I measured welfare use in the dependent variable 

(WELFRDEPENDENT), I also included several household level variables which measure poverty 

and entitlement program use: Welfare (public assistance) income (INCWELFR), official poverty 

status (BELOWPOVERTY), Medicaid coverage in the last year (MEDICAIDLY), household 

received benefits from the Supplement Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) during the prior year 

(HHFOODSTAMP), and need for childcare while parent worked (CHILDCARE). The table in the 

following section presents descriptive statistics for the complete dataset. 
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DATA AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
 
 

The data used in this paper originate from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement 

(ASEC) of the Current Population Survey (CPS) sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistic and 

conducted by the Census Bureau. The ASEC survey is conducted on a yearly basis in March across 

more than 75,000 households across the United States as a supplement to the monthly CPS survey 

(Census Bureau 2020). It originated from the 1940’s as a result of the Great Depression and was 

designed to measure key household economic and labor indicators. As a supplement to the CPS, 

the ASEC provides annual estimates of demographic and socioeconomic factors for each member 

of the household surveyed and is commonly used by researchers examining poverty in the US. The 

sample of respondents is weighted to present national-level statistics and includes over 1,300 US 

counties.  

The data are composed of “microdata”, meaning they include household and individual 

level records, with the individual as the observation unit. These microdata were made available 

through IPUMS CPS, maintained by the Minnesota Population Center in collaboration with 

Unicorn Research Corporation (IPUMS-CPS 2020). IPUMS CPS integrates data from the CPS 

survey beginning in 1962 and allows researchers to harmonize survey responses across time and 

form longitudinal data. Researchers can extract data for specific variables and samples of interest 

rather than extracting whole datasets from the Census Bureau. Using the IPUMS data extraction 

system, I was able to select variables of interest from the ASEC surveys and download information 

at the individual level. 

The final dataset contains survey responses to the March ASEC supplement between 2014 

and 2020 for 96,340 households across and 84 variables. I opted to include survey responses from 

2014 and 2020 to encapsulate the latest data available after the proposed rule change and to 
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measure trends prior to the 2016 Presidential Election. In reviewing previous studies related to 

welfare dependency, I found that researchers often limited their samples to either low income 

individuals or individuals with lower educational attainment, and decided to use whether the head 

of household obtained a high school diploma as a sample restriction in Model 2. 

I collapsed the individual-level microdata to the household level data based on prior 

research studies measuring the welfare gap between immigrants and native families and utilized 

household head demographics to identify key household characteristics. Prior to consolidating the 

individual-level data, I implemented replicate weights from the Census Bureau to incorporate the 

original sampling design into the calculation of accurate standard errors with the svyset command 

in Stata. Data cleaning involved removing the oversample of households (removed 38,290 

households), manipulating categorical variables into dummy variables for modeling purposes, and 

removing responses that were “not in universe”. Table 1 below summarizes the final dataset and 

summary statistics for all included variables.  

In addition, after Table 1, I include three data visualizations to provide a high-level 

summary of the variables of greatest interest in my data at a national level. Figure 1 shows average 

total government assistance individuals living below the poverty line received pre-income tax 

across the United States between 2015 and 2020. Figure 2 and Figure 3 visualize the total foreign-

born population of the United States across 2014 and 2019, during which the population grew by 

nearly 700,000. I next turn to the results from estimating my empirical equations. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Welfare Indicators 
HHINCWELFR 96,340 41.8958 550.1259 0 25200 
HHINCSSI 96,340 360.5322 2149.123 0 50000 
STAMPVAL 96,340 244.4627 1064.322 0 30000 
HHFOODSTAMP 96,340 0.0958065 0.2943272 0 1 
BELOWPOVERTY 96,340 0.1195869 0.3244795 0 1 
MEDICAIDLY 96,340 0.1074839 0.3097291 0 1 
WELFRDEPENDENT 96,340 0.0278804 0.1646311 0 1 
CHILDCARE 96,340 0.0614075 0.2400776 0 1 
Socioeconomic Indicators 
HHINCOME 96,340 84782.53 99230.52 -19831 2332079 
HHUNEMPLOYED 96,340 0.0300498 0.1707253 0 1 
HHWORKING 96,340 0.6028856 0.4893026 0 1 
LESSHS 96,340 0.0917065 0.2886126 0 1 
HSGRAD 96,340 0.2734482 0.4457312 0 1 
ABOVEHS 96,340 0.6348453 0.481476 0 1 
Demographics 
NFAMS 96,340 1.055854 0.3032681 1 9 
HHHISPAN 96,340 25.95057 100.7701 0 612 
HHAGE 96,340 52.42849 17.10488 15 85 
HHNCHILD 96,340 0.675192 1.069891 0 9 
HHFOREIGNBORN 96,340 0.1212684 0.3264407 0 1 
HHMARRIED 96,340 0.5079718 0.499939 0 1 
HHSEPARATED 96,340 0.1830808 0.3867347 0 1 
HHWIDOWED 96,340 0.1007785 0.3010368 0 1 
HHNEVERMARRIED 96,340 0.208169 0.4060005 0 1 
FEMALE 96,340 0.4927237 0.4999496 0 1 
WHITE 96,340 0.724372 0.4468325 0 1 
BLACKNONHISP 96,340 0.1027299 0.3036074 0 1 
HISPANIC 96,340 0.1058854 0.3076925 0 1 
NATIVEAMERICAN 96,340 0.008688 0.092804 0 1 
ASIAN 96,340 0.043087 0.203054 0 1 
OTHER 96,340 0.0152377 0.1224976 0 1 
YEARSIMMIG 96,340 3.344696 10.28002 0 71 
FOREIGNBORN_2020 96,340 0.0542039 0.2264207 0 1 
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Figure 1: Average State Welfare Income Receipt Between 2015 and 2020 
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Figure 2: Foreign-Born Population by State (2014) 
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Figure 3: Foreign-Born Population by State (2019) 
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 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
 
 

In Table 2 and Table 3, I present my main regressions results based on the empirical model 

specified earlier. Table 2 reports results for regressions for household heads with all education 

levels. Table 3 reports results for regressions for household heads with a high-school education or 

below, based on Huang et. al’s analysis linking lower education levels to higher welfare 

participation. Since the dependent variable, WELFRDEPENDENT, is a dichotomous outcome 

variable, I conducted a linear probability model regression and logit regression for the entire 

sample (all education levels), reported in Table 2, and then separately, for high-school education 

or below, reported in Table 3. Each table reports results for a linear probability model and marginal 

effects based on the logit model. 

Key Independent Variables 
 

Table 2 reports results for the dependent variable measuring a household’s welfare 

dependence for household heads with all education levels and includes the full sample of data from 

the Current Population Surveys of 2014 and 2020. Model (1) shows that that correlation between 

a foreign-born household and their likelihood of being welfare dependent is negative and 

statistically significant, as hypothesized. On average, a foreign-born headed household is 1.1 

percent less likely to be welfare dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant. To 

capture if there was a significant change in welfare dependence post-public charge rule 

implementation, I generated an interaction variable, foreignborn_2020, multiplying foreign-born 

household head and observations from 2020. While foreign-born_2020 also indicates a negative 

relationship, the magnitude of the correlation is negligible and not statistically significant, 

indicating there was not a significant change in foreign-born households’ welfare use post-public 

charge implementation.  
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In order to account for limitations of the linear probability model, which can produce 

unreasonable predictions, I concurrently ran a logit regression. Logit regressions produce 

coefficients which are not directly interpretable and hence, I ran the margins command to produce 

interpretable coefficients in Table 2, Column 2. Average marginal effects measure the association 

between the dependent variable and small changes in each independent variable while holding all 

other variables constant at their observed values and interpreted as percentage point differences. 

The average marginal effects for both hhforeignborn and foreignborn_2020 indicate a negative 

association with the likelihood of being welfare dependent holding all variables in the model 

constant – however, not at the conventional levels of significance. This supports the findings from 

the linear probability model in indicating a negative relationship between foreign-born households 

and welfare dependence, however, the lack of statistical significance indicates possible the 

limitations of the linear probability model.  

Table 3 reports results for the dependent variable measuring a household’s welfare 

dependence for household heads with a high school degree or less years of education and includes 

the full sample of data from the Current Population Surveys of 2014 and 2020 (Model 2). As 

hypothesized, the linear probability model regression in Model (2) indicates a negative and 

statistically significant correlation between low-educated foreign-born households and their 

likelihood to be welfare dependent. On average, a foreign-born household head with low education 

is 2.43 percent less likely to be welfare dependent, holding all other variables in the model 

constant. Similar to the Model (1), foreignborn_2020 in Model (2) reports a negative correlation 

with welfare dependence, but it is not statistically significant and a small magnitude. This reaffirms 

the finding that even in low-educated, foreign-born headed households, there was not a significant 

change in welfare dependency between 2014 and 2020.  
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In addition to the linear probability model, I ran a logit regression with the low-education 

household subset. In Table 3, Column 2, I use the average marginal effects to interpret the 

coefficients in Column 2 from the logit regression. Per Model (2), the average marginal effects for 

both hhforeignborn and foreignborn_2020 are negatively associated with the likelihood of being 

welfare dependent holding all variables in the model constant – however, not at the conventional 

levels of significance - similar to Model 1.  

Policy Relevant Dependent Variables 
 
 In addition to the key independent variables of interest, both models offer insight into 

policy relevant implications. In Table 2, regression results from Model (1) suggest a household 

receiving food stamps is associated with a 4.66 percent increase in the likelihood of being welfare 

dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant and at all levels of statistical 

significance, as expected. Interestingly, the impact of each additional family member (NFAMS) 

and child (HHNCHILD) in a household is associated with a negative relationship with welfare 

dependence, holding all other variables in the model constant and at all levels of statistical 

significance. Relative to a household head with some college education or more, a household head 

without a high-school degree is associated with 0.728 percent increase in the likelihood to be 

welfare dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant and at all levels of statistical 

significance. A household that receives childcare support is associated with 0.581 percent decrease 

in the likelihood to be welfare dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant and at 

all levels of statistical significance. Relative to individuals not in the labor force, an employed 

household head is 3.08 percent less likely to be welfare dependent, holding all other variables in 

the model constant and at all levels of statistical significance. As expected, households living 
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below the poverty line and receiving Medicaid are more likely to be welfare dependent, at all levels 

of statistical significance.  

 Table 3 offers further policy implications and deeper insight into lower education 

households and their relationship with welfare dependence. Several variables share statistical 

significance and similar magnitudes as Model 1 (hhfoodstamp, nfams, hhage, hhnchild, 

yearsimmig, hhworking, hhunemployed, childcare, medicaidly).  In regards to race and the 

intersection of welfare use, Model 2 presents both expected and unexpected results. On average, a 

Black household is associated with a 3.03 percent increase in the likelihood of being welfare 

dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant and at all statistically significant 

levels.  Meanwhile, on average, an Asian household is associated with a 2.38 percent increase in 

the likelihood of being welfare dependent, holding all other variables in the model constant and at 

all statistically significant levels, whereas there is no statistically significant relationship in 

Hispanic households. According to research from the Pew Research Center (2020), the percent of 

Asian immigrants in the United States has steadily grown from 25% of the immigrant population 

in 2000 to 28% in 2018 (Budiman et al. 2020). This relatively new influx of Asian immigrants 

may explain the positive relationship with welfare dependence as the new and diverse immigrant 

group integrates in the United States.  
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Table 2: Model 1 (All Education Levels for Household Heads) 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Linear Probability Model Logit (Average Marginal Effects) 
   
HHFOREIGNBORN -0.0110*** -0.000360 
 (0.00316) (0.00170) 
   
FOREIGNBORN_2020 -0.00145 -0.000862 
 (0.00294) (0.00204) 
   
HHINCOME 2.28e-08*** -3.96e-06*** 
 (2.27e-09) (7.66e-08) 
   
HHFOODSTAMP 0.0466*** 0.0131*** 
 (0.00349) (0.000889) 
   
NFAMS -0.0179*** 0.00260* 
 (0.00186) (0.00157) 
   
HHAGE -0.000427*** -0.000200*** 
 (4.38e-05) (2.79e-05) 
   
FEMALE -0.00399*** -0.000504 
 (0.000957) (0.000807) 
   
ASIAN 0.0144*** 0.00598*** 
 (0.00268) (0.00205) 
   
BLACKNONHISP 0.0205*** 0.00799*** 
 (0.00227) (0.000921) 
   
HISPANIC -0.00532*** 0.00187 
 (0.00201) (0.00129) 
   
NATIVEAMERICAN 0.0118 0.00435 
 (0.00784) (0.00286) 
   
OTHER 0.00386 0.00480 
 (0.00442) (0.00295) 
   
HHMARRIED -0.00605*** -0.00112 
 (0.00166) (0.00120) 
   
HHWIDOWED -0.0184*** -0.00668*** 
 (0.00262) (0.00135) 
   
HHSEPARATED -0.00310 -0.000712 
 (0.00218) (0.000999) 
   
HHNCHILD -0.00492*** 0.00242*** 
 (0.000595) (0.000466) 
   
YEARSIMMIG 0.000203*** 4.21e-05 
 (7.38e-05) (4.29e-05) 
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Table 2. (Contd.) 
 
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Linear Probability Model Logit (Average Marginal Effects) 
   
 
HHWORKING 

 
-0.0308*** 

 
-0.0235*** 

 (0.00131) (0.00121) 
   
HHUNEMPLOYED -0.0156*** -0.0122*** 
 (0.00466) (0.00142) 
   
LESSHS 0.00728*** 0.00466*** 
 (0.00273) (0.00100) 
   
HSGRAD -0.000816 0.00161* 
 (0.00113) (0.000889) 
   
BELOWPOVERTY 0.171*** -0.00753*** 
 (0.00359) (0.00148) 
   
MEDICAIDLY 0.0578*** 0.0206*** 
 (0.00308) (0.000882) 
   
CHILDCARE -0.00581*** -0.00799*** 
 (0.00143) (0.00297) 
   
Constant 0.0643***  
 (0.00383)  
   
Observations 96,340 96,340 
R-squared 0.218  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 3: Model 2 (Household Heads with a High School Degree or Less) 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Linear Probability Model Logit (Average Marginal Effects) 
   
HHFOREIGNBORN -0.0243*** -0.00232 
 (0.00604) (0.00356) 
   
FOREIGNBORN_2020 -0.00175 -0.00136 
 (0.00524) (0.00434) 
   
HHINCOME -7.41e-09 -6.55e-06*** 
 (7.55e-09) (1.52e-07) 
   
HHFOODSTAMP 0.0383*** 0.0162*** 
 (0.00483) (0.00184) 
   
NFAMS -0.0236*** 0.0147*** 
 (0.00389) (0.00498) 
   
HHAGE -0.000826*** -0.000467*** 
 (9.22e-05) (6.04e-05) 
   
FEMALE -0.00309 -0.000153 
 (0.00212) (0.00170) 
   
ASIAN 0.0238*** 0.0148*** 
 (0.00714) (0.00532) 
   
BLACKNONHISP 0.0303*** 0.0120*** 
 (0.00426) (0.00191) 
   
HISPANIC -0.00522 0.00276 
 (0.00384) (0.00264) 
   
NATIVEAMERICAN 0.0197 0.00695 
 (0.0127) (0.00632) 
   
OTHER 0.00637 0.00839 
 (0.00954) (0.00663) 
   
HHMARRIED -0.0152*** -0.00202 
 (0.00362) (0.00254) 
   
HHWIDOWED -0.0323*** -0.0118*** 
 (0.00503) (0.00280) 
   
HHSEPARATED -0.0117*** -0.00224 
 (0.00449) (0.00211) 
   
HHNCHILD -0.00821*** 0.00405*** 
 (0.00129) (0.00101) 
   
YEARSIMMIG 0.000563*** 0.000128 
 
 

(0.000143) (8.90e-05) 
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Table 3. (Contd.)  
 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Linear Probability Model Logit (Average Marginal Effects) 
   
   
 

HHWORKING 
 

-0.0459*** 
 

-0.0431*** 
 (0.00254) (0.00264) 
   
HHUNEMPLOYED -0.0166* -0.0202*** 
 (0.00853) (0.00305) 
   
LESSHS 0.00499* 0.00579*** 
 (0.00297) (0.00167) 
   
BELOWPOVERTY 0.179*** -0.00916*** 
 (0.00483) (0.00307) 
   
MEDICAIDLY 0.0730*** 0.0368*** 
 (0.00458) (0.00183) 
   
CHILDCARE -0.0171*** -0.0123* 
 (0.00398) (0.00668) 
   
Constant 0.107***  
 (0.00785)  
   
Observations 35,179 35,179 
R-squared 0.234  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 

The goal of my research study was to determine if there was a statistically significant 

difference in welfare dependence and use between immigrants and natives in the United States, in 

light of the newly proposed Public Charge rule under the Trump administration. In considering the 

breadth of literature, recent welfare policy reforms, and macro-economic trends, my regression 

results support my initial hypothesis and provide ample evidence that immigrants are not more 

likely than natives to be welfare dependent. In fact, my findings indicate that foreign-born headed 

households are less likely to be welfare dependent than native headed households. Across all 

education levels and in low-educated households (high school degree or less), a foreign-born 

headed household is associated with a decreased likelihood of being welfare dependent, meaning 

less than 50% of their household income is derived from welfare programs (SSI, SNAP, or TANF).  

 In regards to understanding if the newly proposed and more stringent Public Charge rule 

impacted welfare use and dependence, my results suggest that there was a modest decline in 

welfare dependence for foreign-born households between 2014 and 2020, across all education 

levels and low education households. However, this finding is limited by the lack of statistical 

significance despite a negative association across both Models 1 and 2 and both the linear 

probability regression and logit regression. Though the Trump administration hinted at this critical 

change early in their first term, instigating a chilling effect, the rule was not proposed until early 

2019. With newer data (2021), future researchers could parse out the effect of the change in the 

Public Charge rule and determine if the “chilling effect” was effective in discouraging immigrants 

from seeking public benefits. In addition, a qualitative study of the impact of the rule change can 

measure the change in attitudes towards welfare, associated stigmas, and any detrimental results 

of avoiding public benefits. 
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The policy implications of my research are wide-reaching since welfare dependence 

touches multiple policy issues: social safety nets, employment, economic conditions, immigration, 

and how federal funding is implemented across different states. In an increasingly globalized 

world, policy makers and politicians occasionally utilize blame avoidance tactics to shift the focus 

to outside groups as taking advantage of government “handouts”, when the actual problem requires 

a deeper economic diagnosis. My results show that federal and state governments are generally 

incorrect in implying that immigrants are increasingly welfare dependent and taking advantage of 

generous programs, given the current welfare policies in place since 1996. By blaming out-groups, 

like immigrants, state and government agencies are often ignoring the root cause issues which can 

be causing an increase in welfare dependence. With the steep decline of manufacturing in the 21st 

century and the technological revolution, Americans increasingly require a college-degree or 

specific skill sets to achieve a stable and livable wage. However, for low-income and low-educated 

Americans, it is becoming more challenging to find stable employment without skills-based 

training and avoid welfare dependence. 

The social safety net in the United States has shrunk dramatically, offering little cash aid 

for individuals who are unable to maintain employment. In addition, the United States is one of 

the only developing nations that does not provide universal healthcare and cash aid to low income 

families – though the Coronavirus pandemic has temporarily changed this. During the pandemic, 

the exacerbation of inequities, lack of healthcare access, and limited ability to work, have all shined 

a light on the consequences of a meager safety net dependent on employment.  

In the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, Congress passed a $1.9 trillion package to 

stimulate the US economy and thereby, significantly expanding the social safety net. Notably, the 

bill included $1,400 in direct cash aid to eligible individuals, extended unemployment insurance, 
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expanded tax credits for families, and extending SNAP benefits. Certain states, such as California, 

understanding the limited federal aid to different immigrant groups provided their own stimulus 

payments ($600) and increased state earned income tax credits.  

Based on the results of this research study, policy makers are well-equipped to determine 

which demographics and socioeconomic characteristics are significant determinants for welfare 

dependence and to what extent. The policy conclusions from my analysis are particularly relevant 

as the United States and global economies looks to rebuild after an economic recession spurred by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. As discussed in the results section, income and education levels are key 

determinants of welfare dependence. Insight into these factors have the ability to reshape refugee 

resettlement programs, integration of immigrant children into the US education system, and job 

readiness training funding. Federal and local governments should increase public investment in 

workforce training programs to meet the demands on the modern-day economy for low-income 

Americans who are unable to afford a college degree and offer specialized tracks for newly arrived 

immigrants requiring job assistance. The current refugee resettlement program in the United States 

is targeted towards rapid employment and provides cash and program assistance in the interim. 

While refugees are typically able to find entry-level jobs, it is a greater challenge to find long-term 

career pathways that offer upward mobility. Greater investment in federal workforce development 

training can also support immigrants when offered in multiple languages and in tandem with 

resettlement agencies. My results also indicate that larger families and households with children 

are less likely to be welfare dependent, likely because of programs like the Earned Income Tax 

Credit (EITC) which support working families. In addition, families receiving childcare assistance 

were less likely to be welfare dependent, making a case for the government to increase childcare 

support and subsidies for working parents.  
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As of March 2021, the Biden administration rescinded the Trump-era Public Charge rule 

in an effort to restore multiple facets of the federal immigration system. In an executive order, 

Biden called for all affected agencies to clarify their rules and dispel any public misinformation to 

affected groups of immigrants. Though the Trump administration was the first to change the rule 

since 1999, there is no guarantee that future leadership will not reverse the rule again through 

executive orders.  

My findings provide sufficient evidence that foreign-born households are not more welfare 

dependent than their native counterparts and under the current system, they are less likely to be 

welfare dependent. The proposed change in the Public Charge rule was an ineffective attempt to 

paint a picture of out-group immigrants taking advantage of entitlement programs upon arrival in 

the United States. It can both be true that newly arrived immigrants utilize welfare programs, as 

eligible, but go on to become productive members of society and contribute to the social and moral 

fabric of the nation. I conclude that by focusing collective policy efforts towards long-term 

employment and investing in skills-based training, all low-income Americans, including 

immigrants, would benefit from upward mobility and would be less likely to become welfare 

dependent. The pandemic has laid bare the pitfalls of an insufficient safety net during periods of 

uncertainty and policy makers could benefit from focusing on comprehensive welfare and 

workforce reform, rather than shifting blame to one group – immigrants.  
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