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The relationship in the US between immigration, citizenship, and social welfare 
provision is complicated and exclusionary. The US is an immigrant nation and 
is often referred to as a “melting pot” because of its ethnic diversity –  Americans 
and their forebears hail from every part of the world. At the same time, many 
Americans would prefer that social welfare benefits be provided only to mem-
bers of their perceived shared community (Theiss-Morse 2009). As a result of 
the “racialization” (Gilens 1999) and, more recently, “immigrationalization” 
(Garand, Xu, and Davis 2015) of welfare attitudes in the US, minorities and 
immigrants are often barred from that shared community.

Among the countries included in the Immigrant Exclusion from Social Pro-
grams Index (IESPI), the US is the second-most exclusionary today (after Aus-
tria). Also, for the period covered in the database, the US has the second-highest 
rate of exclusionary change (after the Netherlands). The US case study provides 
insight into the role of bipartisan support for the exclusionary politics and pol-
icies of the 1990s and how a growing partisan divide since 2000 has resulted in 
legislative gridlock that has prevented any further dramatic movement in social 
policy. In this chapter, we demonstrate how and why selective solidarity has func-
tioned in the US over the past 25 years under “welfare reform” and how social 
welfare benefits, which remain across-the-board relatively underdeveloped com-
pared with European countries, are often distributed on the basis of citizenship 
boundaries that exclude immigrants and non-citizen refugees as a consequence 
of immigrant-excluding welfare reforms (IEWRs). Our focus will primarily be 
on welfare policy reforms instituted in the 1990s and the current uncertain future 
of immigrants’ role in the US social welfare system in the aftermath of a Donald 
Trump administration that exuded anti-immigrant posturing and openly advo-
cated for IEWRs. After briefly discussing the historical development of the US 
social welfare system, we demonstrate that except for relatively brief periods of 
policy liberalization, both public opinion and policy-making elites have driven 
US welfare policy as it relates to immigrant access in a decidedly exclusionary 
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direction. The discussion then shifts to more recent changes in immigration 
access to welfare programs at the federal level and examines state-level differ-
ences. We also explore changing American attitudes toward immigration, as well 
as the partisan sorting around immigration that has induced more recent con-
gressional gridlock and presidential executive orders that have led to relatively 
incremental changes to immigrants’ access to welfare. The US remains a deeply 
divided nation over issues of immigrant access to social benefits, and a relatively 
restrictive social welfare posture toward immigrants remains entrenched there.

The American Context

Most of the early post-indigenous settlers in what became the United States were 
British and European and had been driven to immigrate by principles of Protes-
tantism and minimal government involvement in public affairs and social benefit 
provision. The latter was left to private charity and religious institutions (Daniels 
2002; Trattner 2007). This dynamic of private, localized governance, including 
austere social welfare provision rooted in the British Poor Laws, would broadly 
hold for a century and a half (Trattner 2007). From time to time, some individual 
colonies or states attempted to implement public goods such as public education 
(in Massachusetts) or workers’ compensation (in Wisconsin), but a formal wel-
fare state of guaranteed social benefits at the national level would not develop 
in the US until the 1930s (Fox 2012). It is here that we start to see the formal 
development of the welfare state at the federal level and expanding social benefits 
for the citizenry; it is here too that we also observe backlash and anti-immigrant 
restrictions – a dynamic still visible in contemporary American social policy de-
bates. The past half-century has seen broadly expanding social benefits, but also 
a series of historic and modern IEWRs in US social welfare policy.

In tandem with the rugged individualist ethos in the US there ran a system 
of selective solidarity in the form of white supremacy and selective citizenship 
benefits for white individuals and families (Feagin 2020; Kendi 2018). Citizen-
ship and its rights and privileges in the early US were fundamentally determined 
by skin colour; non-Whites (and immigrants) were cast as genetically inferior, 
and this resulted in overtly racist policies of oppression and apartheid that lasted 
well into the 1960s. The idea that racial minorities, especially Indigenous and 
Black people, were inherently savage, criminogenic, and lacking a proper work 
ethic pervaded the early US and arguably remains entrenched (Peffley and Hur-
witz 2010). Racial minorities were perceived as “undeserving” of citizenship and 
were excluded from benefits. Indeed, recent research demonstrates that US so-
cial welfare policy remains strongly racialized and rooted in negative stereotypes 
of Black citizens as welfare-dependent and lacking a work ethic (Gilens 1999; 
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). Negative stereotyping and perceptions of in-
compatible values routinely arise today with regard to immigrant populations of 
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colour and arguably work to shape welfare access for immigrants. For instance, 
when he announced his bid for the presidency in 2015, Donald Trump referred 
to Mexican immigrants as “bringing drugs and bringing crime,” accused them 
of being “rapists,” and framed them more generally as dangerous and undeserv-
ing. So it is not surprising that the Trump administration attempted on multi-
ple occasions to curtail welfare benefits for immigrant populations. Clearly, the 
social construction of race (Schneider and Ingram 1993) continues to play a 
potent role in welfare policy debates and development.

While chattel slavery and Jim Crow segregation against Blacks were the most 
obvious manifestations of white supremacy in action, immigrant populations – 
especially non-White immigrant populations – have faced similar unflattering 
stereotypes and attempts to curtail their citizenship rights and social welfare 
benefits (Fox 2012). With the current immigration wave being primarily from 
Latin America, stereotypes of criminality, welfare dependency, and undeserv-
ingness have again resurfaced in the rhetoric of US elites, shaping welfare re-
form debates and IEWRs in the contemporary US (Chavez 2008). The rich 
diversity of the country’s sizable immigrant population has arguably enlivened 
the US and made it more innovative and dynamic both culturally and eco-
nomically, but it has also stifled welfare state development and saddled newly 
arriving immigrants – both legal and undocumented – with unique burdens 
and restrictions on social benefits.

Immigration and the Development of the US Welfare State

Both social welfare provision and immigration to the US changed rapidly fol-
lowing the Great Depression. Perceptions that poverty had to be an individu-
al’s own fault were shifting as a result of unprecedented unemployment levels, 
and there were calls from the populace, often riotous, for national action on 
social benefit provision (Trattner 2007). In 1932, Democrat Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt was elected to the presidency at a time of economic ruin; in short 
order he ushered in a formalized federal-level welfare state, most significantly 
with the cornerstone Social Security Act of 1935 (Trattner 2007). That act pro-
vided social insurance in the form of cash benefits to elderly and unemployed 
individuals. Additionally, the first cash benefits to low-income families were 
instituted in the form of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), now known as 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). This forever changed the 
federal government’s role in providing social welfare benefits, but it did not 
provide universal coverage, and it included aspects of selective solidarity that 
favoured native-born White people. For instance, while not explicitly outlawing 
benefits for immigrants, the Social Security legislation exempted agriculture 
and domestic workers from public benefits – occupations held disproportion-
ately by immigrants and African Americans.
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Just a few decades later, in the 1960s, immigration levels in the US rose sig-
nificantly with the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (INA), the same 
year that Medicare and Medicaid programs were passed. These expanded the 
reach of the US social welfare system to include guaranteed health benefits for 
elderly and low-income families. This third era of American immigration feder-
alism, generally defined as 1965 to the present, has been characterized by three 
main pillars: (1) increasing levels of immigration as the INA abolished country 
quotas and expanded immigration from Asian and Latin American countries; 
(2) increasing selective solidarity and IEWRs in social welfare programs, re-
stricting immigrants’ welfare access and social rights; and (3) the devolution 
of immigration policy-making to state and local governments, resulting in sig-
nificant variation in immigrant social welfare access at subnational levels of 
government (Gulasekaram and Ramakrishnan 2015). The INA abolished strict 
country-based or ethnic-based quotas, which led to a significant increase in 
the flow of immigrants into the United States and a shift in the countries of 
origin from mostly European countries to primarily Asian, South American, 
and Central American ones. The share of immigrants in the US population rose 
from 4.7% to 13.7% between 1970 and 2017. Simultaneously, Europe declined 
as an immigration source: in 1960, over 70% of immigrants were from Europe, 
by 2013, less than 20%, while the share of immigrants from from the Americas 
increased from roughly 20% to over 50% (Radford 2019).

In the 1960s, while America was diversifying and inviting increased im-
migration, the welfare state was expanding into areas such as health care, 
food assistance, and education assistance. As discussed by Koning (2019), 
this scenario presents the progressive’s dilemma – the tensions and trade-
offs, real or perceived, between immigrant accommodation and welfare state 
expansion. The expanding US welfare system would soon respond to real and 
imagined pressures from rising immigration levels. The trope of immigrant 
undeservingness now began to take hold among the political elites of both 
major parties, eventually leading to a bipartisan set of federal-level IEWRs 
in the 1990s.

The 1996 Personal Responsibility Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) formalized a restrictive set of IEWRs and limited the ability of 
both legal and undocumented immigrants to access social welfare benefits. 
Nearly a quarter-century later, layered on top of an already restrictive and un-
generous US welfare system for immigrant populations, anti-immigrant fer-
vour was accelerated by President Donald Trump and the Republican Party 
elites, who sought to further restrict social benefits for non-citizens and for 
immigrant populations more generally. Overall, US welfare programs became 
more restrictive toward immigrants in the 1990s, and that trend has largely 
continued to this day. Data from the IESPI in Figure 9.1 show this abrupt 1990s 
shift toward welfare restrictiveness, followed by a plateauing pattern from 2000 
to the present.



United States 179

Increasing American Exclusion with IEWRs: The Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996

After decades of increased immigration and welfare state expansion, in 
1996 the PRWORA fundamentally changed the US welfare system. It rep-
resented a compromise between a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, and a 
 Republican-controlled Congress. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Democrats ad-
vocated for fewer immigrants and strengthened border security to reduce the 
economic threat that immigrants were perceived to be posing to US labour 
interests. The Republican Party wanted to build on California’s popular Propo-
sition 187, a state-level ban on undocumented immigrants accessing state pro-
grams, by implementing it at the national level through a narrower policy that 
focused on exclusion from welfare programs. At this point in time, the two ma-
jor political parties found common ground, adopting exclusionary immigrant 
welfare policies supported by the majority of Americans (Kehrberg 2020a).

The PRWORA ended cash welfare payments as an entitlement program by 
replacing Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) with Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). TANF created work requirements, im-
posed time limits on cash assistance, restricted eligibility requirements, and in-
creased the role of the states in policy formation (e.g., Fellowes and Rowe 2004; 
Soss et al. 2001; Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). In addition, the PRWORA 

Note: Higher values indicate an overall more restrictive environment for immigrants to 
access welfare programs.

Figure 9.1. The increase and stabilization of American IESPI. 
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instituted a series of IEWRs that restricted immigrants’ access to welfare pro-
grams like TANF and Medicaid. Most significantly, the legislation barred many 
non-citizens from accessing federal welfare programs for five years after entering 
the country. The PRWORA also granted states greater power in administering 
new welfare programs and implementing unique requirements and restrictions 
to welfare benefits, which often included additional state-level measures to re-
strict immigrants’ welfare access (Butz and Kehrberg 2015; Filindra 2012; Hero 
and Preuhs 2007; Kehrberg 2017). The immigration access restrictions in the 
PRWORA were passed primarily on the premise that immigrants were being 
drawn to the US by ready access to welfare benefits (Fix, Capps, and Kaushal 
2010), the so-called magnet effect (Borjas and Hilton 1996). This sentiment 
was expressed by Dave Camp, Republican congressman from Michigan: “We 
don’t want to be a welfare magnet for the world.” The federal government thus 
set out to “fix” the supposed dependence of non-citizens on federal programs 
by barring unnaturalized foreigners almost entirely from all possible benefits. 
Gone were the welfare entitlements that were perceived as attracting dependent 
non-citizens, whom the Clinton administration and congressional Republicans 
believed were plaguing American society. Under the PRWORA, self-sufficient 
and hard-working immigrants with good standing would now be drawn to nat-
uralize into the United States in order to gain access to federal programs – or at 
least that was the dominant narrative spun for the average US citizen during the 
1990s policy debate (Fix, Capps, and Kaushal 2010).

Before the 1996 reforms, legal permanent non-citizen residents were gen-
erally allowed to access and utilize the same welfare benefits under the same 
conditions and requirements as US citizens. The PRWORA and other welfare 
reforms now pushed the importance of citizenship and legal status as pre-
requisites for welfare program access. This citizenship barrier approach was 
mirrored in crackdowns on immigrants’ use of federal programs, with new re-
strictions placed on TANF, Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income, and the 
Food Stamp program (Butz and Kehrberg 2015; Fix, Capps, and Kaushal 2010; 
Hero and Preuhs 2007). Following the PRWORA, many post-enactment au-
thorized and unauthorized immigrants in the US found themselves without 
the vital support they needed to alleviate material hardships. Unauthorized im-
migrants in particular were completely shut out, ineligible for most if not all 
means-tested benefit programs. In short, this period saw the passing of several 
IEWRs, and not only at the national level.

The PRWORA drew a clear line between desirable and undesirable immi-
grants. Those deemed desirable included naturalized citizens and long-term le-
gal residents, who were allowed access to federal programs and welfare benefits. 
Any requirements and non-citizen restrictions created by the PRWORA, in-
cluding state-level decisions to restrict non-citizens, did not apply to them. To 
limit welfare program access for immigrant populations constructed as unde-
serving, states took it upon themselves to increase requirements and conditions 
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for access to certain welfare benefits. Mirroring federal-level approaches, states 
used their new powers to direct TANF monies, often with an eye toward ex-
clusion, cracking down on immigrants’ access to benefit programs by adopting 
work requirements, time limits on federal and state monetary assistance, and 
family caps (Hero and Preuhs 2007). All of this resulted in the “hardening” of 
immigration policy, in that it weakened the social rights of immigrants in the 
states (Boehme 2011; Bosniak 2006).

Instead of providing federal-level entitlement grants under the AFDC, the 
PRWORA divided TANF funding between the federal government and the 
states through fixed federal-level block grant allocations (Trattner 2007). Fiscal 
pressures now increased at the state level, and this incentivized the states to 
enact their own restrictive welfare measures, especially toward immigrant pop-
ulations. The PRWORA allowed state governments to block immigrants from 
receiving state welfare funds. States’ decisions to restrict or expand access to 
benefits have had racial undertones (Butz and Kehrberg 2015; Hero and Preuhs 
2007), in that minorities have been disproportionately affected by changes in 
the welfare system. Regarding TANF, states with more authoritarian values 
were more likely to enact more restrictive policies to keep immigrants from 
using welfare benefits (Kehrberg 2017).

Impact of the PRWORA on Non-Citizen Caseloads across Four US Social 
Welfare Programs

The residency and citizenship barriers placed on social welfare programs 
have significantly increased the material hardships facing immigrant popu-
lations in the US. In 2019, immigrants had a lower unemployment rate than 
the native-born; even so, they were more likely to be living in poverty than 
 native-born Americans (14.6% to 11.8%) and more likely to lack health insur-
ance (19.6% compared to 8%) (Budiman et al. 2020). This section investigates 
the impact of the PRWORA on immigrants’ use of the major US social welfare 
programs. We provide a brief overview of those programs and then examine 
evidence of reductions in immigrants’ welfare use, which is what the PRWO-
RA’s architects hoped would happen. In particular, we examine immigrants’ 
use of four major redistributive social welfare programs that were targeted by 
the PRWORA: Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF), and Medicaid benefits.

SSI

SSI is a federal program designed to help poor elderly and/or low-income dis-
abled people by providing cash assistance. Those who fit the eligibility criteria 
are typically viewed as “deserving” by the general public (Schneider and Ingram 
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1993). Yet eligible immigrants are viewed by some political elites as “undeserv-
ing” of SSI benefits (Yoo 2008). Reflecting the negative frame that immigrants 
are a drain on social resources, the PRWORA restructured immigrants’ ac-
cess to SSI. The consequences of these changes can be seen in  Figure 9.2, on 
which we have graphed the proportion of SSI program participants who are 
non- citizens between 1982 and 2018. As the data show, this proportion more 
than tripled from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s. Since the passage of the 
PRWORA in 1996, the proportion of immigrants accessing SSI cash benefits 
has slowly declined.

SNAP

SNAP is the primary American food assistance program for low-income in-
dividuals, especially children. SNAP eligibility thresholds are more gener-
ous than for other benefit programs like SSI or TANF, and tens of millions 
of  working-class American families are enrolled in the program (Ziliak 2015). 
Eligible families receive monthly non-cash, in-kind resources to purchase se-
lect food and grocery items. In Figure 9.3, we have graphed the proportion of 
eligible non-citizen immigrants who are participating in SNAP.1

Source: SSI Annual Statistical Report, 2018. Social Security Administration.

Figure 9.2. The proportion of SSI caseload made up by non-citizens
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As the data in Figure 9.3 show, the proportion of eligible non-citizen par-
ticipants receiving SNAP benefits decreased precipitously from 66.8% in 
1994 to 44.7% in 2000. After 2000, the number remained relatively stable, 
with a 42.4% participation rate among eligible non-citizens in 2004. With 
the passage of the PRWORA, the participation rate decreased to roughly 
two-thirds of the pre- enactment participation rate. The decline in SNAP par-
ticipation rates likely has a significant impact on the material hardship of 
non-citizens and their children. Previous studies have found that 25.1% of 
children with immigrant parents who have been in the US for less than five 
years live with food insecurity, yet only 12.1% of the families with this immi-
gration characteristic participate in SNAP (Kaushal, Waldfogel, and Wight 
2014). In comparison, 9.7% of children with native-born parents live with 
food insecurity and 16.3% of children with native-born parents receive SNAP 
benefits. Non-citizen SNAP participation rates increase the longer parents 
have lived in the US, but the percentage of children living with food insecu-
rity stays roughly the same for immigrant families regardless of their length 
of residence in the US ( Kaushal et al. 2014). In short, the PRWORA has 
starkly reduced immigrants’ access to SNAP benefits, with likely significant 

Figure 9.3. The percentage of eligible non-citizen families receiving food 
stamps

Source: Ku 2009.
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consequences for the material hardships experienced by low-income immi-
grants (Bartfeld et al. 2015).

TANF

TANF is the primary cash assistance program for non-disabled low-income 
families in the United States. Replacing AFDC with the TANF program was 
the cornerstone of the 1996 PRWORA legislation; that change instituted time 
limits and strict work requirements, besides reducing access for immigrant 
populations. As a result, immigrants’ use of TANF cash assistance has declined 
in recent decades. In Figure 9.4, we graph the proportion of poor non-citizens 
who receive TANF benefits. Non-citizen use of TANF declined from 21.7% in 
1994 to 14.5% by 1997 – nearly a one-third decrease in program enrolment. 
The decline in TANF enrolment has been mainly among post-enactment im-
migrants and in states that deny state-funded TANF benefits to non-citizens. 
The disparate impact of the PRWORA reforms is highlighted by the fact that 
18% of children in poor families with native-born parents receive TANF, com-
pared to only 11% of children in poor families with foreign-born parents (Han-
son, Koball, and Fortuny 2014).

Source: Fix and Passel 1999.

Figure 9.4. The percentage of non-citizen families with incomes below 200% 
of the poverty line receiving TANF
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Medicaid

Medicaid was established in 1965 to provide health coverage for the low- income 
elderly, disabled individuals, pregnant women, and needy families. The welfare 
reforms of 1996 changed the Medicaid eligibility requirements for non-citizens. 
In particular, the reforms created a waiting period for post-enactment immi-
grants and gave the states greater control of eligibility for state funds (Filindra 
2012). Thus, Medicaid coverage is totally unavailable to unauthorized immi-
grants as well as to newly arrived legal immigrants who are seeking affordable 
medical coverage through the government. This means that immigrant pop-
ulations have been less likely to access Medicaid benefits since the 1996 IE-
WRs. As with SNAP, this is likely increasing the hardships faced by immigrant 
families, for they are less likely to be able to access health care benefits and 
services. In Figure 9.5, we graph non-citizen use of Medicaid benefits. Before 
the PRWORA, 21.7% of non-citizen families with incomes under 200% of the 
poverty line – the income limit for the federal Basic Health Program – received 
Medicaid benefits. That percentage had declined to 15.3% by 1999. As the pool 
of post-enactment immigrants who meet that federal waiting period increased, 
the percentage grew to 19.7% by 2012. The pattern of non-citizen exclusion is 

Source: data for 1995 and 1999 are drawn from Ku and Blaney 2000; 2012 data are from 
Ku and Bruen 2013.

Figure 9.5. The percentage of non-citizen families with incomes below 200% 
of the poverty line receiving Medicaid benefits



186 Jason Kehrberg, Adam Butz, and Mikhala West

not as dramatic for the Medicaid program, which remains available in several 
states, but still indicates a modest drop in immigrant usage. While non-citizens 
are not denied emergency medical treatment, non-citizen immigrants are more 
likely than citizens to lack health care insurance and as a result have a lower 
quality of life, because they avoid regular and preemptive medical care (Pren-
tice, Pebley, and Sastry 2005). Clearly, the IEWRs instituted in the PRWORA 
have significantly reduced non-citizen use of major welfare programs in the US 
since 1996.

Congressional Gridlock, Rise of Sub-National Actors, and Executive 
Action: 2000 to 2020

In this section we discuss the emerging federal gridlock over immigration re-
form and the rise of sub-federal immigration policies in the US states since 
the passage of the PRWORA. Soon after the terrorist attacks of 11 September 
2001, bipartisan support for federal immigration reform, along both restrictive 
and liberal policy dimensions, collapsed both at the elite level (Monogan 2007) 
and among the public at large (Kehrberg 2020b). With the Democrats adopting 
more liberal immigration policy preferences and the Republicans supporting 
restrictive policies, immigration legislation ground to a halt in Congress as the 
parties polarized on this salient political issue. As the IESPI data show, the US 
has roughly the same level of immigrant welfare exclusion at the federal level 
in 2015 as it did in 2000. Put another way, the eruption of reforms in the mid-
1990s was followed by a period of policy stasis over the following two decades. 
During those decades, federal immigration reform has been polarized in Con-
gress. There are some exceptions to the stalemate, such as the Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act (ACA) of 2010, which included restrictions on undoc-
umented immigrants and some legal immigrants from receiving benefits on the 
Medicaid expansion and insurance exchanges (Joseph 2015, 2016, 2017). The 
ACA represents a bipartisan expansion of social benefits in the US that broadly 
excludes immigrant populations. In a rare example of immigrant inclusion, the 
2002 Farm Security and Rural Investment Act (FSRIA) increased the number 
of immigrant children who are eligible for SNAP (Kaushal et al. 2014). Over-
all, the US government has failed to adopt immigration reforms; in regard to 
IEWRs, newer policies remain restricted to the existing PRWORA framework, 
with a few additional restrictions on immigrant access to social benefits.

A Patchwork of Immigration Policies: American Federalism

The 1996 immigration and welfare reforms, the PRWORA, brought about a 
major shift in policies regarding both immigrant rights to social welfare pol-
icies and the enforcement of immigration policies. As discussed earlier, the 
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PRWORA limited welfare access to federal funds for non-citizen immigrants 
on the national level. At the same time, it granted states the authority to in-
clude or exclude immigrants from social programs, thus inviting subnational 
variation in welfare approaches. Thus, 19 states granted immigrants access to 
TANF benefits during the five-year federal ban, and 37 allowed access after the 
federal ban. Of the 19 states that grant immediate access to welfare programs, 
only Utah and Georgia limit TANF access by immigrants to state funds after 
the federal five-year waiting period. Also, 17 states provided SNAP to the im-
migrant population during the federal five-year ban (Butz and Kehrberg 2015).

In the early 2000s, the states became very active in adopting immigration 
legislation. The National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) reports that 
in 2005 alone, state representatives introduced 300 bills on immigration, 45 of 
which passed. By 2010, state legislatures had introduced 1,400 bills, of which 
208 were enacted. Examples of more inclusive policies include Colorado’s HB 
05-1086, which reinstated access to SSI and Medicaid for certain immigrant 
groups, and Vermont’s HB 523, which provided funds for social welfare pro-
grams to provide benefits for immigrants who were ineligible for federal funds. 
Restrictive legislation at the state level can range from requiring state agencies 
to verify the citizenship or immigrant status of applicants (such as Pennsylva-
nia H 960 in 2011), to limiting when immigrants can gain access to benefits 
(such as Kansas HB 2157 did with unemployment benefits in 2006), to restrict-
ing immigrant groups’ access to benefit programs (such as Maine HB 1651, 
which cuts access to SNAP after immigrants are no longer eligible for federal 
funding). Over time, immigrants’ experience with social welfare in America 
has become markedly varied in that access to social benefits nearly always de-
pends on the state where an immigrant resides. While individual states have 
the flexibility to restrict narrow cash and food benefits under TANF and SNAP, 
the federal district courts in the US have shown a willingness to uphold a legal 
regime that protects immigrant populations under federal law. For instance, 
California’s Proposition 187, which restricted health care, SSI, and education 
benefits for undocumented populations, was struck down as unconstitutional 
by a US district court, which reasoned that federal-level immigration rules 
preempted state action. This demonstrated that the legal regime allowed for 
state-level variation, but only under a federal-level umbrella that set baseline le-
gal contours for social benefits. Put another way, states must stay within federal 
policy contours when crafting reforms and cannot further restrict immigrants’ 
rights in other ways (e.g., by eliminating access to public education), because a 
legal regime of federal-level supremacy still defines legal protections and prec-
edence in the US.

That said, the nature of the US federal system, in which 50 states hold sub-
stantive policy-making and implementation powers, has resulted in greater 
regional variation than in the other federal country studied in this volume, 
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Austria (see chapter 7). This almost unique federal system provides an opportu-
nity for future research. The IESPI dataset was developed to compare exclusion 
of immigrants from welfare programs across countries based on national-level 
legislation. This approach may help us compare the US welfare system with 
welfare states elsewhere in the world quite well, but it obfuscates the consid-
erable variation within the US. With the US federal policy framework being 
stagnant, the development of a state-level IESPI may provide new insights into 
the differences among the states and offer a more nuanced subnational view of 
US social welfare policy toward immigrants.

Diverging Attitudes toward Immigration 

US political elites (Levendusky 2009; Monogan 2007) and the media (Haynes, 
Merolla, and Ramakrishnan 2016) have become more polarized on the issue 
of immigration over the past few decades. The public at large has responded 
in kind, with diverse attitudes toward the issue (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015). In 
this section we briefly examine that polarization, which often follows partisan 
lines and has contributed to today’s legislative gridlock in the US Congress.

We use the American National Election Study (ANES) to graph changes in 
immigration preferences from 1992 to 2016. Unfortunately, the question con-
cerning immigrants’ access to welfare programs that was asked in the 1990s 
was dropped from the ANES after 1996 (Kehrberg 2020a). So instead, we use 
a question asking people whether the US should admit more immigrants, the 
same number, or fewer immigrants. This question is commonly used in schol-
arly research on attitudes toward immigration.

In Figure 9.6, we graph the percentage of respondents who want to decrease 
immigration by partisanship. Partisanship is an important predictor of atti-
tudes and political behaviour; some even argue it is the most important iden-
tity marker in American politics, for it tends to be powerful and long-lasting 
(Bartels 2002; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002). Starting in 2008, we ob-
serve a marked partisan split on immigration, with Democrats holding more 
positive attitudes toward immigrants and Republicans becoming increasingly 
more negative. These findings are important in that many public opinion stud-
ies from the 1990s and early 2000s found at best a weak relationship between 
partisanship and attitudes toward immigration (Citrin et al. 1997; Espenshade 
and Hempstead 1996; Nieman, Johnson, and Bowler 2006; Scheve and Slaugh-
ter 2001), but more recent studies have found a strong relationship (Abrajano 
and Hajnal 2015; Hajnal and Rivera 2014; Knoll, Redlawsk, and Sanborn 2011). 
As the partisan gap on immigration has increased, so has the importance of 
immigration as a wedge issue in politics, to the point that some research ar-
gues that immigration attitudes may be driving individuals to fully change their 
partisanship and/or ideology (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015; Hajnal and Rivera 
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2014). The combination of an increasing partisan divide on immigration and 
the heightened salience of immigration as a divisive political issue can create 
the necessary and sufficient conditions for gridlock in the American political 
system (Brooks and Manza 2008). In the end, the partisan polarization of im-
migration attitudes among the mass public in the US is apparent, creating an 
additional barrier to passing immigration reform among elites, and allowing 
for the status quo of restrictive social rights to be maintained.

Immigration Levels in a Period of Congressional Gridlock  
and Sub-Federal Activity

Over the past five decades, the US immigrant population has changed in sev-
eral important respects. Overall, the foreign-born population has continued to 
grow since 1970, from an estimated 4.7% to 13.7% in 2017, but this measure 

Note: The lines represent the proportion of Democrats, Republicans, and Independents 
respectively who want the number of immigrants to be “decreased a little” or “decreased 
a lot.” 
Source: American National Election Study, and authors’ calculations.

Figure 9.6. Partisanship and support for decreasing immigration levels, 
1992–2016
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of the proportion of foreign-born includes undocumented immigrants, along 
with naturalized citizens, who are treated the same as the native-born regarding 
access to welfare programs. As Figure 9.1 shows, the US became more restric-
tive on immigrant access to welfare programs in the 1990s. In 1990, 38% of 
immigrants were naturalized citizens. This increased to 56% by 2011 (Taylor 
et al. 2012) but has since declined to 45% in 2017 (Budiman 2020). During the 
same time frame the undocumented immigrant population increased from 5.7 
million in 1995 to an estimated 12.2 million in 2006. The number of undocu-
mented immigrants has since declined, to 10.5 million in 2017.

It is unclear how, if at all, these trends in US immigration have influenced 
the level of immigrant welfare exclusion. After all, while the number of un-
documented immigrants decreased and the proportion of legal immigrants 
obtaining citizenship increased, federal legislation has remained more or less 
unchanged. This seems to undercut the so-called group threat hypothesis 
(Blalock 1960; Key 1949), which predicts that a larger or faster-growing im-
migrant population will result in more restrictive social programs (Filindra 
2012; Hero and Preuhs 2007). For the same reason, the findings in this chap-
ter do not support the theoretical expectation that growing populations can 
create inclusive policy outcomes as politicians attempt to incorporate these 
groups into their political coalitions (Provine and Chavez 2009). More recent 
studies have found that growing immigrant populations can simultaneously 
predict restrictive and inclusive state-level policies (Filindra 2019). States with 
growing immigrant populations are potentially more likely to adopt restrictive 
policies; however, states where Latinos are politically mobilized adopt fewer 
restrictive policies (Avery, Fine, and Márquez 2017). In the end, it is difficult 
to determine the influence of the Latino and immigrant population flows on 
US federal welfare policy due to the lack of fundamental change in those pol-
icies since 1996.

Two Sides of the Same Coin: Obama and Trump Executive Action

Frustration over congressional inaction at the federal level has motivated the US 
states to adopt their own immigration policies and IEWRs in recent decades. It 
has also motivated the US president to engage in executive actions, usually in 
the form of Executive Orders, to shape the flow of immigrants into and out of 
the US as well as immigrant access to social welfare programs. In this section, 
we examine a subset of presidential executive actions – those that impact immi-
grant access to welfare programs – by Presidents Obama and Trump. Presidents 
have limited power to create IEWRs, which are usually drafted by legislative 
bodies; however, presidents do have the power to direct the federal bureau-
cracy to adopt certain priorities and to shape how social benefit legislation is 
interpreted. The cases of Presidents Obama and Trump show a clear contrast 
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between the former’s attempt to protect “Dreamers” and undocumented immi-
grants whose children are US citizens on the one hand, and the latter’s executive 
policies that sought to create new IEWRs or to punish immigrants who chose 
to access social welfare programs on the other.2

In the summer of 2013, the stage was seemingly set for comprehensive im-
migration reform and bipartisan federal legislative action that would increase 
immigration levels as well as immigrant access to US social welfare programs. 
President Obama came to power in the 2008 election with a somewhat mixed 
rhetorical and policy approach: he consistently exulted the promise and contri-
butions of immigrants, including the undocumented; yet under his watch, im-
migrant deportations reached record levels. A “Gang of Eight” immigration bill 
known as the Border Security, Economic Opportunity, and Immigration Mod-
ernization Act of 2013 would have increased levels of border security while 
extending protections and welfare rights to more classes of immigrants and 
promising a pathway to citizenship.3 The legislation passed the US Senate on 27 
June 2013 with 68 votes – a rare supermajority in contemporary American gov-
ernance. However, the legislation ultimately failed in the US House of Repre-
sentatives, which was controlled by a recalcitrant Republican Party and a strict 
anti-immigrant gatekeeper, Republican Speaker John Boehner. Despite public 
opinion favouring legislative action, and seemingly widespread congressional 
support for immigration reform (at least in the US Senate), formal legislation 
would never reach President Obama’s desk for final signature.

When Congress failed to pass immigration reform or create a pathway for 
citizenship for undocumented immigrants, President Obama used his execu-
tive power to create two programs: (1) Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA), and (2) Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Per-
manent Residents (DAPA). DACA and DAPA are most commonly known for 
creating a temporary registration system allowing certain unauthorized immi-
grants to defer deportation. These executive orders did not explicitly increase 
the social rights of undocumented immigrants or immigrants in general. The 
policies do allow for undocumented immigrants participating in DACA and 
DAPA to potentially receive social insurance such as Social Security and/or 
Medicare benefits, but these undocumented immigrants are still denied ac-
cess to other redistributive social welfare programs, such as TANF and SNAP, 
because earlier legislative restrictions from the PRWORA remain in place. In 
short, President Obama’s executive orders shielded certain immigrants from 
deportation but did very little to expand immigrant access to social welfare 
programs. The period of the Obama administration (2008–2016) can best be 
characterized as maintaining stasis, allowing certain immigrant groups shel-
ter from deportation through executive actions but without any dramatic 
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movement toward either immigrant welfare exclusion or expansion. This 
would soon change as political winds shifted sharply in 2016.

President Trump came to power following the 2016 election on an explicit 
platform of immigrant exclusion and welfare chauvinism. For instance, he was 
quick to distribute federal resources to “favoured” groups such as farmers and 
industry, while advocating for welfare restrictions for less favoured groups 
like immigrants, especially undocumented immigrants and refugees. How-
ever, bombastic rhetoric and overtly restrictionist appeals from Trump’s bully 
pulpit did not yield significant legislative successes. His most ambitious anti- 
immigration plans, including the construction of a southern border wall, met 
with congressional resistance and minimal legislative action. In the 2018 mid-
term election, Democrats took majority control of the US House of Represent-
atives, further stymying Trump’s anti-immigrant agenda. Much like Obama, 
Trump subsequently turned to unilateral executive action. However, in contrast 
to Obama’s, the Trump administration drafted policies and orders that more 
explicitly restricted some immigrant groups from access to social programs 
and that punished immigrants for receiving public benefits.

For instance, in August 2019, the Trump administration published a new rule 
through the US Department of Homeland Security that sought to curtail im-
migrants’ use of public benefit programs. The primary policy change involved 
the concept of a “public charge” and eligibility for Green Card status (Evelly 
2020). “Public charge” refers to an immigrant who is expected to become or 
becomes dependent on government welfare programs. Under this regulatory 
change, any immigrant who used 12 months of social welfare benefits (within a 
36-month period), such as SNAP, TANF, Medicaid, or a public housing allow-
ance could be denied permanent residency. This represented a significant new 
development in terms of immigrant welfare exclusion. Historically, authorized 
immigrants could utilize certain welfare programs such as SNAP and Medic-
aid, because these programs were deemed essential for health and nutrition 
purposes. Enrolment in these programs would not discount or hinder an im-
migrant’s permanent citizenship case (Evelly 2020). With Trump’s new rule, 
enrolment in food assistance, medical programs, and traditional forms of cash 
assistance could count against an immigrant’s citizenship. When announcing 
the rule, Trump reiterated his disdain for immigrants who used welfare: “I am 
tired of seeing our taxpayer paying for people to come into the country and 
immediately go onto welfare and various other things. So I think we’re doing it 
right” (White House 2019).

The Trump administration also moved to end DACA. This would have ended 
the already minimal access to social programs that had been granted under 
Obama’s executive orders. Although Trump’s legislative successes were scant, 
he succeeded in moving immigration policy and immigrant access to social 
welfare benefits in a restrictive and exclusionary direction. In the November 
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2020 presidential election, he was defeated by Democrat Joseph Biden, who 
had been Obama’s vice-president. The future of immigration and US social wel-
fare policy remains very much in flux under the new president.

Conclusion: The Future of Immigration and Welfare Exclusion in the US

This chapter has demonstrated that modern US immigration and social welfare 
politics are being shaped by a culture of individualism and self-reliance, deep 
partisan conflict, racial conflict, and recent policy stalemate. The country’s rel-
atively underdeveloped federal welfare state offers paltry social benefits and 
routinely bars immigrants from social programs. This trend continued with the 
election of Donald Trump, whose executive actions restricted immigrants’ ac-
cess to social welfare programs through “public charge” rules. This trend could 
well continue as a result of ongoing legislative stalemate. Anti-immigrant senti-
ment could also be fuelled by recent economic decline and the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Rivalries around economic opportunity, taxation, and redistribution 
could continue to define immigrant/native-born dynamics, and the US welfare 
state could well continue its underdeveloped and restrictive pattern toward im-
migrants in particular.

On the other hand, the widespread unpopularity of the recently defeated 
Trump presidency may signal a seismic shift in US politics – a movement to-
ward a more genuine multiracial democracy that demonstrates greater toler-
ance and inclusion of non-White people, including immigrants. As persons 
of colour continue expand their share of the US electorate and begin holding 
elected office with greater frequency, we may see broad shifts toward welfare 
accommodation for newcomers, especially authorized immigrants. An ascend-
ant Democratic coalition of younger, more urban, more educated, more mi-
nority voters, including those favouring immigration expansion, could yield 
long-term fundamental changes in US welfare policy and how immigrants ac-
cess the social safety net. In many ways, the Trump administration’s slogan to 
“Make America Great Again” hearkens back to a likely soon to be extinct form 
of White identity politics. That said, the forces of restriction and exclusion re-
main potent. At its core, America remains “symbolically” conservative – rooted 
in principles of individualism and free enterprise, with minimal government 
involvement in public affairs. “Socialism” remains a term of invective and is 
unlikely to take hold in governing institutions and welfare policy outcomes. 
Also, while the Democratic Party diversifies and advocates for immigration ex-
pansion, the Republican Party is conversely becoming whiter (Abrajano and 
Hajnal 2017), more authoritarian (Hetherington and Weiler 2009), and more 
anti-immigrant (Kehrberg 2020b). Now that the Republicans have started 
embracing exclusionary social policies toward immigrants, it is coming to re-
semble many of Europe’s populist anti-immigrant parties (such as Norway’s 
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Progress Party; see chapter 8). For example, former President Trump modelled 
some of his rhetoric after these political parties, using a similar call to develop a 
“worker’s party” rooted in opposition to immigrant labour. This may well yield 
continued legislative stalemate, with stasis favouring restricted social welfare 
provision for immigrants. There may not be new 1996-style shifts that impose 
additional burdens on immigrant populations or exclude them more than at 
present; however, there will also likely not be dramatic shifts toward immigrant 
inclusion in US social welfare programs. In our view, the most likely scenario 
is policy stalemate and continued immigrant exclusion from US social welfare 
programs. Occasionally, individual states like California may undertake expan-
sive welfare reforms for non-citizens, such as extending Medicaid benefits to 
undocumented immigrants, but the broad national posture still tilts toward 
exclusion. Given the current American fault lines of demographics, culture, 
and institutions, it would seemingly take something much more revolutionary 
to produce a welfare state with greater inclusion of immigrant populations. We 
remain sceptical that this will happen in the short or medium term; longer-
term prospects for fundamental change in the US are somewhat rosier. The 
centre of gravity in the US continues to pull in the direction of immigrant wel-
fare exclusion.

NOTES

1 This measure has advantages and disadvantages. When possible, we picked non- 
citizens since citizenship is one of the barriers preventing many immigrants from 
accessing SNAP. An additional difficulty in measuring SNAP participation is that 
benefits can be awarded to the citizen-children of non-citizen immigrants.

2 “Dreamers” refers to unauthorized immigrants who were brought to the US as 
children.

3 “Gang of Eight” refers to a bipartisan group of eight U.S. senators – four Repub-
licans and four Democrats – who drafted the Immigration Modernization Act 
of 2013.


