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The ability of 
the safety net 
to adapt will 
determine how 
well these 
groups are able 
to successfully 
transition into 
stable, self-
sufficient 
adults.  

The nation’s old, predominantly white 
population is being replaced by children of 
racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds.  
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Aim 

To examine the demographic 
changes in social safety-net 
program participation:  

Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC)/Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF)  

The Food Stamp/Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) 

Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) 

Data & Methodology 

The 1988–2015 Annual Social 
and Economic Supplement to 
the Current Population Survey 
(CPS) 

3-year moving average 

Sampling weight 

Study Aim and Research Design 



The share of AFDC/TANF participants among US 
population declined while the share of SNAP 
participants increased. 

 

 

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The share of non-Hispanic Blacks 
declined by 4-12% between 1988 & 2015.  

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The share of non-U.S.-born citizens in 
all 3 programs increased.  

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The share of high school dropouts in  
all 3 programs sharply declined. 

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The share of employed among TANF declined 
after 1996; the share of employed in SNAP 
increased. 

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The share of non-poor increased while the 
share of deep poor declined for TANF and 
SNAP.  

Source: Heflin & Aratani, 2017 



The income gap in internet access is 
narrowing. 



Key Findings 

Participation in cash assistance declined 
steadily, and SNAP became one of the 
critical social safety net programs during 
tough economic times.  

The racial/ethnic composition of safety net 
program participants is changing.  

The shares of college graduates and non-
poor in safety net programs are increasing.  



Policy recommendations 

Track changing demographic characteristics of 
clients using state/local administrative data.  

Provide culturally and linguistically appropriate 
services that reflect the needs of diverse clients.  

While providing online services for safety net 
programs is helpful for those with access to the 
Internet, traditional services (telephone or in-
person) are still needed for those with limited 
Internet access.  



Questions and comments?  
Yumiko Aratani 
 
       ya61@cumc.columbia.edu 

       646-284-9642 
       @arataniy 
       www.nccp.org 

Our report is available! 
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