
 

  

When Rep. Paul Ryan (R-MN) first spoke about his latest proposal to reduce poverty in America, many in the human services field were skeptical, but optimistic. 

It’s certainly time to engage in a national dialogue around creating and strengthening opportunities for families, and this new set of recommendations is an 

improvement over the draconian budgets he’s put forth in the past few years. After careful analysis, however, it is clear that the negatives may outweigh the 

positives. 

Rep. Ryan states that he wants to use his proposal to support low-income populations as they work to get out of poverty, but the emphasis is on getting people 

off public assistance rather than creating lasting solutions. But getting people off assistance is not the same thing as lifting families and children out of poverty. 

Below is a brief outline of what Ryan’s proposal recommends and the possible consequences if they are adopted. 

The Safety Net Analysis 

Opportunity Grant (OG) pilot project: 

 Consolidate programs into Opportunity Grant funding: 
o The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
o The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
o Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCV) 
o Section 521 Rural Rental Assistance Payments 
o Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance 
o Public Housing Capital and Operating Funds 
o Child Care and Development Fund 
o The Weatherization Assistance Program 
o The Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) 
o Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 
o WIA Dislocated Workers 

 States receive the same amount of funding 

 Deficit-neutral 

 States would have flexibility in providing assistance to housing-aid recipients, the elderly, and the disabled 
(maintain programs or resources)  

 
States would be required to: 

• Demonstrate how funds would be used to move people out of poverty and into independence 
• All able-bodied recipients would be required to work or engage in work-related activities 
• Use some funds from the consolidated programs to encourage innovation and give low-income 

participants more service providers to choose from (promote NGO competition and collaboration with 
government and business) 

• Agree to measures of success and evaluation by a third party 
• Have the option to maintain large rental-assistance and project-based programs or consolidate programs 

into the OG program 
• Emphasize a case management approach to providing financial and other assistance 

 
 

“Opportunity Grants” are not new, but a repackaging and 
consolidation of eleven human services programs into one 
block granting. On the surface this approach may look 
appealing, but in practice it is less desirable. There is 
evidence that block grants tend to shrink over time.  
 
The emphasis that Ryan places on wraparound services is 
constructive. But his proposal robs Peter to pay Paul by 
taking funding for current programs such as CDBG, which 
currently provide many of the comprehensive services Rep. 
Paul talks about, and redirecting it to provide more services 
to some and less to others.  
 
And, as LaDonna Pavetti notes, the issue is not as much 
about flexibility to provide wrap-around services as it is 
about having sufficient resources to meet the needs of 
Americans working to get out of poverty. “Today, just 25 of 
every 100 poor families receive TANF assistance, only 1 in 7 
low-income children who qualify for help paying for child 
care receives it; and just 1 in 4 low-income households that 
qualify for help paying for housing get it.” 
 
Two troubling aspects of Rep. Ryan’s proposal are an 
emphasis on “competition and collaboration” between 
government, nonprofits, and for-profit companies to 
provide services to low-income people. Rep. Ryan wants to 
increase the number of options people receiving services 
have—a human services marketplace of sorts. Additionally, 
he proposes that human services programs shift from 
measuring how many people receive assistance and/or the 
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New Consequences: 
• Providers’ funding is contingent on how many people are moved off of welfare 
• Recipients are required to sign and be held accountable to contracts outlining their responsibilities and a 

benchmarked plan for getting out of poverty 

dollar amount of that support, to how many people are 
moved out of poverty. 
 
As with block grants, on the surface these seem like good 
ideas. However, putting human services out to bid, with the 
requirement that contractors demonstrate how they will 
get people off of public assistance, risks undermining the 
states’ health and human services infrastructure. It also 
poses the risk of contractors pushing people off the rolls 
prematurely, without achieving the stated goal of moving 
them out of poverty. 
 
Comprehensive wrap-around services that are funded by 
braiding federal funds from multiple programs and agencies 
is sound policy. This proposal, however, lacks critical 
elements that provide supports to our most vulnerable 
populations. 

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 

Ryan’s proposal: 

 Expand EITC to childless workers 

 Doubles the maximum credit, phase-in and phase-out rates for childless adults 

 Lowers the eligibility age for workers from 25 to 21 (keeps maximum age at 64) 

 Pays for the expansion by eliminating Social Service Block Grants (SSBG), the Fresh Fruits and Vegetables 
Program, the Economic Development Administration, and the Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program; seeks 
to reduce fraud in the Additional Child Tax Credit by requiring use of social security numbers 

Expanding EITC can lift more people above the poverty line. 
However, the proposal expands EITC at the expense of 
other programs that benefit low-income people. Ryan’s 
implicit assertion is that EITC is sufficient to meet the needs 
of low-income workers. This assertion can be challenged 
with multiple data sets that  

Education 

Early Education 

 Incorporate the Child Care and Development Fund into the Opportunity Grant 

 Convert Head Start into a block grant 

 Test competing models of early education 

Again, funding block grants has been demonstrated to 
decline over time, making them a less than ideal vehicle for 
meeting basic human needs. Use of quality research and 
best practices, as identified by experts, should be 
consistently and adequately funded. 

Elementary and Secondary Education 

 Allow for portability of federal dollars 

 Consolidate fragmented programs into a flexible block grant 

 Empower states to determine which schools in their communities need assistance and what kind of 
assistance they need 

Administrative flexibility is a positive goal where it allows 
for the improvement of services and does not reduce 
impact. Existing block grants provide the flexibility Rep. 
Ryan suggests, but funding cuts over the past several years 
have further limited the ability of programs that were 
already underfunded to meet demand. 



 

  

Higher Education 

 Simply the FAFSA 

 Modernize and reform the Pell program 

 Cap federal loans to graduate students and parents 

 Consider reforms to the TRIO programs 

 Expand funding for federal Work-Study programs 

 Build stronger partnerships with post-secondary institutions 

 Reform the accreditation process 

Simplifying the FAFSA and updating Pell grants could be 
beneficial to millions of students in the US, but changes 
need to be rooted in good public policy that enhances 
affordable access to higher education. Ryan’s proposal runs 
the risk of placing higher education even further out of 
reach for young people without significant financial 
resources. 

Job Training 

 Consolidate duplicative job-training programs into one flexible block grant 
 

Contrary to the implication here, there is not a glut of job-
training programs in the market. In fact, there are not 
enough resources to meet the demand. Block granting and 
consolidating programs may serve to undermine and 
further reduce the number of spots available to people in 
need of workforce development, particularly those with 
unique challenges, such as out-of-school and out-of-work 
youth, people with disabilities, older adults, and veterans. 

Criminal Justice 

 Grant judges more flexibility within mandatory guidelines when sentencing non-violent drug offenders 

 Implement a risk- and needs-assessment system in federal prisons while expanding enrollment in 
rehabilitative programming to reduce recidivism. Allow non-violent and low-risk inmates to use 
enrollment to earn time off their prison stay towards pre-release custody 

 Partner with reforms at the state and local level 

The criminal justice system is in need of reforms that focus 
on reducing recidivism and helping people re-enter the 
community and workforce, as Rep. Ryan proposes. 

Regressive Regulations 

 Require Congress to review regulations that would disproportionately affect low-income families, 
including occupational licensing 

This area of Rep. Ryan’s proposal offers the potential to 
address issues that have plagued many Americans seeking 
work, such as veterans returning to find they are 
“unqualified” to do civilian jobs. 

Results-Driven Research 
Create a commission of leading economists, statisticians, program administrators, and privacy experts to advise 
Congress on: 

 Whether and how to create a Clearinghouse for Program and Survey Data that would facilitate the 
merging of data on government programs to facilitate research on impact 

 How to ensure that the use of data in the Clearinghouse does not compromise privacy rights 

 How to fund the Clearinghouse without raising taxes 

 How to increase the study of economic mobility by considering ways to improve and expand access to 
longitudinal (and/or intergenerational) data 

 How best to incorporate outcomes measurement and institutionalize randomized controlled trials into 
program design 

 The Commission would be paid for by existing funding streams. 

Creating a commission to review the use and integration of 
data to improve understanding and learning of how federal 
programs work may be beneficial. However, the creation 
and functioning of a commission should not be funded by 
cutting money from programs that serve low-income 
populations. 

 


