
 

Struggles of low-paid Marylanders misrepresented in 

flawed report 

Benjamin Orr 

September 1, 2015 

The insinuation that Marylanders would rather receive public assistance than work is not only 

insulting, but factually incorrect. The reality is that the safety net provides many Maryland 

families with support at critical moments, particularly when they aren’t paid enough to meet the 

cost of necessities. 

A recent Cato Institute publication, The Work Versus Welfare Trade-Off: Europe, reported on by 

MarylandReporter.com this week, promotes a seriously misleading message. Using flawed 

methodology, the authors claim that Maryland’s support for struggling families provides so 

much money that recipients prefer not to enter the labor market. Furthermore, they claim that 

Marylanders on public assistance receive a greater total benefit than residents in most European 

countries. 

The Cato Institute study misrepresents low-income residents by depicting them as lazy and 

unproductive people who do not strive for a better life for themselves or their children. This 

rhetoric is wildly untrue; many hard-working parents must rely on public assistance to feed or 

house their families simply because they aren’t paid enough to make ends meet. 

Inaccurate assumptions 

The Cato researchers based their contentions on the inaccurate assumption that families receive 

simultaneous assistance from all possible sources: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF); Supplement Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); Medicaid; Housing Assistance 

Payments; Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP); Women, Infants, and 

Children Program (WIC); and The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP). Cato adds 

the total potential benefit amount together and refers to it as “welfare.” 

In reality, it is highly uncommon for anyone to simultaneously receive all these forms of 

support. Sharon Parrott and LaDonna Pavetti, in research for the Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities, clearly show how few families receive benefits from multiple programs and how few 

eligible families actually receive any benefits at all. 

For example, in Maryland only one-third of families in poverty receive TANF cash assistance. 

While Cato assumes that jobless families that receive TANF also receive SNAP, in fact just 16 
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percent of households with children receiving food assistance also received cash assistance in 

2011, the most recent year for which figures are available. 

Similarly, CATO assumes that jobless families that received TANF also receive WIC, but that 

working families do not. In fact, in 2010 just 8 percent of WIC participants received TANF. 

In addition, Cato Institute researchers assume that, if a parent works, the family does not receive 

any forms of assistance except refundable tax credits. However, research from the Center on 

Budget and Policy Priorities shows that more than half of able-bodied adults in households with 

children receiving SNAP work while receiving assistance, and some 87 percent worked in the 

prior year or will work in the subsequent year. 

Half of welfare recipients find work in first year 

This is confirmed by long-running research by the University of Maryland School of Social 

Work, which finds that approximately half of welfare recipients who exit the program find 

employment within the first year, enabling them to become self-sufficient and no longer rely on 

any welfare assistance. A much less common scenario is for welfare recipients who exit the 

program to go back to receiving benefits without obtaining employment. In fact, only 13 percent 

of participants fall into this category. 

Cato’s report ignores large-scale policy changes to the nation’s safety net structure in recent 

decades. Contrary to Cato’s assertions, these programs now do much more to promote work and 

support low-income working families — and much less to help poor families in which parents 

are out of work, leading to rising numbers of very poor children. 
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