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The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, or block grant, now
more than two decades old, is in danger of becoming a general block grant lacking
accountability, mission, and purpose. TANF needs to be strengthened in a way that
makes it an important antipoverty and anti—child poverty program through the use
of cash assistance, poverty reduction efforts, and workforce development targeted to
lower-income and harder-to-serve populations and families.

The TANF block grant has been important not just as a direct cash assistance program
but also because of the role it plays in other human services, including childcare and
child welfare. Mandatory childcare funding is housed under Title IV-A (TANF), but
it has also benefited over the years from the regular transfer of TANF funds into state
childcare programs. At the same time, surveys over the past 20 years have consistently

shown that states have drawn approximately 20 percent of their total federal child
welfare funds from the TANF block grant.

That history, however, does not mean that TANF is just an additional, flexible source
of funding. TANF plays an important role in child welfare services by supporting
some kinship-care and child-only families, and it also includes the flexibility to provide
wraparound and in-home supportive services.

When TANF provides critical cash support for childcare, these funds can be an
important work support while also enhancing a child’s experience in care. But due to
the loss of TANF funding and the freeze or very slow growth of childcare funding,
childcare and TANF services are being severely restrained. This situation will only be
made more severe with new childcare regulations' that will raise standards without

providing funding.

TANTF, first and foremost, is also critical in assisting vulnerable families by providing
cash assistance so that a struggling family does not get pushed over a financial or
emotional cliff. In 1996, when Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)
was converted into TANE 68 of every 100 poor families received AFDC assistance.?
In 2015, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, only 23 out of every
100 poor families where receiving cash assistance from TANE In addition, “deep
poverty’—earnings of less than half of the federal poverty level (about $10,000 for a
family of four)—affected 19.4 million people in 2015, 6.5 million of them children
under the age of 18. This represents 6.1 percent of all people in the country and
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45.1 percent of all poor people, and it has become worse since TANF began. Again,
according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, in 1995, AFDC lifted more
than 2 million children out of deep poverty. That number had dropped to 635,000
by 2010 under TANE In 1995, only 3 states had more families living in deep poverty
than receiving assistance. By 2015, 46 states had more families in deep poverty than
receiving TANF cash assistance.

Since 1996, TANF funds, currently at $16.5 billion, have lost more than 32 percent
of their value due to inflation. In addition, $300 million in supplemental state grants
were cut in 2011.° As TANF funding dwindles and erodes, states may be making the
policy choice to deny assistance to single parents, fund only childcare, or fund child
welfare services, in effect pushing families into the most undesirable and vulnerable
situations, which will undercut the well-being of those families and their children.

We need to restore TANE, both in funding and in purpose, so that it supports families
in staying together, helps parents work while providing their children with needed
care, and lifts families and children out of poverty. To do that, we need to refocus and
expand the purpose, the funding, and the measures of TANF, in the following ways:

* Include poverty reduction of as one of the purposes of the act, as proposed
more than a decade ago. This is an important step in helping to focus TANF on
assistance for poor families and on lifting children out of poverty. The original
purposes of the act were used to craft the first guidance and regulations for TANF
in 1999. Adding poverty reduction to the purposes will help refocus the program
as well as the national debate.

* Increase the TANF base block grant above the current $16.5 billion. In the first
reauthorization debate in 2002, legislation was introduced* to adjust the TANF
block grant by inflation and add new supplemental funds to address poverty,
targeted at high-poverty states. Either a flat-out increase or a targeted increase is
needed to address two decades of lost funding.

* Change spending requirements to direct a minimum level of TANF funds for
core services originally covered under TANF—cash assistance, childcare, and
work support—and restore some of the original maintenance-of-effort state
spending rules. This proposal was under consideration by the House Ways and
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Means Committee in 2015.° The increased federal funding, coming at the same
time as this new spending restriction, should be a fair trade with states and help
redirect TANF toward its original purposes and away from becoming a nondescript
federal human services block grant.

Redesign TANF and state incentives to provide cash assistance while also
encouraging work. Replace the current state incentives, which allow states to
reduce work requirement targets if they reduce their cash assistance caseload, with
a new incentive structure. The Making Work Pay Act of 2002,° developed based
on available data, called for a reduction in a state’s minimum participation rate
by the number of percentage points in the state’s employment credit for the fiscal
year. The employment credit would be calculated as one credit for every adult
who leaves assistance for a job, a credit and a half for an adult who leaves TANF
for a higher-paying job, and half a credit for an adult entering part-time work. In
addition, states should be granted partial credit toward their work participation
rate for recipients engaged in part-time work for an average of at least half the
required average number of hours per week.

To incentivize states to not simply push needy families and adults off assistance,
provide them with an incentive if they reduce the level of deep poverty either
through separate strategies or by providing cash assistance to families in deep
poverty. As an alternative, past legislation included a supplemental grant for states
with higher rates of child poverty, proposed to start at $65 million and increase to
$130 million, $195 million, $260 million, and $235 million in succeeding years.
States that reduce the number of families in deep poverty by providing assistance
would be rewarded.

These incentives both to place families on assistance and also to move adults in
those families into a job will strengthen the TANF program and help address
negative child outcomes from living in poverty and in deep poverty.

Change current work requirements that penalize education and more flexible
work options. Two-parent families should be allowed to participate in more
flexible work options through a repeal of the 2005 changes,” whose unrealistic
work requirements became so onerous to states that it was easier to just drop
families than to try to move them into work. In addition, we need to revisit the
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current work requirements along the lines of legislation such as the Education
Works Act of 2003 and the Pathways to Self-Sufficiency Act of 2002.?

The Education Works Act would have eliminated the federally imposed 12-month
limit on the time TANF recipients can spend in vocational education and the 30
percent cap on the amount of a state’s caseload that can be engaged in education
and training. It would allow states the flexibility to decide how much education is
appropriate for their TANF recipients and their state’s economic circumstances.

The Pathways to Self-Sufficiency Act was modeled on Maine’s successful Parents

as Scholars program. The legislation allows states to establish programs to provide
support services to TANF recipients engaged in postsecondary or longer-duration
vocational education, with the option to allow up to 10 percent of their caseload to
count participation in a Pathways program as work. Moreover, it would allow states
to stop the limitation clock for Pathways participants.

* Reform the way we address adults with substance use problems and addictions.
The 2015 House legislation raised, for consideration, how to deal with the 1996
law’s blanket prohibition on assistance to anyone with a past conviction of a drug-
related crime. This prohibition should be eliminated. Against the backdrop of an
epidemic of opioid abuse, political leaders are beginning to recognize that drug
addiction is a disease and thus that blanket restrictions are harmful to moving
adults back into work, in turn threatening the stability of families.

Similarly, how states use drug testing as a condition of receiving benefits must

also be realigned. If a state takes the option to require drug testing as a condition
of eligibility, then that state should be required to provide drug treatment, as
approved by that state’s substance abuse agency. Without treatment, drug testing
can be merely a tool to chase adults away from the very help (including treatment)
that they need. Again, reforming the approach to substance abuse is even more
critical today with the explosion of opioids.

* Align child welfare coordination with TANFE. TANF and its predecessor, AFDC,
have always played an important role within states’ child welfare services. Child-
only caseloads have always included a significant percentage of kinship families.
This practice should not stop but should be better coordinated. Since 2009,
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states have had the option to expand their Title IV-E foster care funds to kinship
families.” All 50 states should now do so. In addition, states should coordinate the
two programs so that families involved in a voluntary child placement are made
aware of their options between TANF child-only assistance and Title IV-E kinship
care. Stronger data collection and coordination of data between the two systems
should also be required so that we have a clear accounting of the number of
children in the TANF caseload who are also in state custody.

Strengthen childcare funding. At the advent of TANF, childcare funding was
subject to a mandatory increase of $200 million a year, which in turn was leveraged
by states through a state match. In 2000, the Child Care Development Block
Grant (CCDBG) received an increase of $800 million.'® Support for childcare

was at one of its strongest points at the end of the last century, but this is no

longer true. Fewer families are receiving support, and the situation is only being
made more severe by new childcare regulations that will raise standards without
providing funding. According to the National Women’s Law Center, in 2000,

$4 billion in TANF funds were used for childcare, but by 2015 that amount had
shrunk to $2.6 billion. !

In holding states accountable for using TANF dollars strategically to reduce

child poverty, we must ensure adequate childcare services for parents who are out
pursuing quality jobs that help them reach self-sufliciency. This means once again
increasing childcare funding in TANF by $200 million a year and making sure this
funding goes for quality care. The same standards used by CCDBG—including
requirements for provider training, inspections and monitoring of childcare sites,
and background checks of providers—should also apply to childcare directly
funded by TANE'

States need to be strategic in coordinating TANF and CCDBG funds. The recent
bipartisan budget agreement included $5.8 billion for CCDBG, doubling the funds
available. Increased funding in TANF should be specifically directed toward improving

communication and data collection processes across TANE, subsidizing childcare,

and supporting workforce development systems. Communication and data collection

across sectors go hand in hand when measuring the effectiveness of investing in TANF

and quality childcare, but our current system severely lacks the resources necessary to

perform these functions.

A CHILD-FOCUSED APPROACH TO TANF REFORM // 43



ENDNOTES

1. “Child Care and Development Reauthorization,”

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Child
Care, accessed March 16, 2018, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/

occ/ccdf-reauthorization.

2. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Chart Book:
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Updated August
16, 2017, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-
support/chart-book-temporary-assistance-for-needy-
families

3. David Seith, Costly Consequences: The Real Impact of
Congtess’ Elimination of the TANF Supplemental Grants
(Washington, DC: First Focus, 2012), https://firstfocus.
org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/FirstFocus-Poverty-Cost
lyConsequencesTANFSupplemental Grants. pdf.

4. Next Step in Reforming Welfare Act, H.R.3625,

107th Congress (2001-2002), https://www.congress.gov/
bill/107th-congress/house-bill/36252q=%7B%22search%2
2%3A%5B%22HR+3625%22%5D%7D&r=22.

5. House Ways and Means Discussion Draft: A Bill to
Reauthorize the Program of Block Grants to States for
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families through Fiscal
Year 2020, and for Other Purposes, 114th Congress
(2015-2016), https://waysandmeans.house.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/JDG_705_xml.pdf.

6. Making Work Pay Act, H.R.4057, 107th Congress
(2001-2002), https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-
congress/house-bill/40572q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5
B%22HR+4057+TANF%22%5D%7D&r=1.

7. Sharon Parrott, Liz Schott, Eileen Sweeney, Allegra
Baider, Evelyn Ganzglass, Mark Greenberg, Elizabeth
Lower-Basch, Elisa Minoff, and Vicki Turetsky,
“Implementing the TANF Changes in the Deficit
Reduction Act: “Win-Win’ Solutions for Families and
States,” Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, February
9, 2007, https://www.cbpp.org/research/implementing-
the-tanf-changes-in-the-deficit-reduction-act.

8. “Weekly Senate Update: Education Essential to
Welfare Reform that Works,” Office of U.S. Senator
Olympia J. Snowe, May 31, 2002, http://lobby.la.psu.
edu/_107th/110_TANF_Work_Training/Congressional_
Statements/Senate/S_Snowe_053102.htm; Pathways to

44 /] A CHILD-FOCUSED APPROACH TO TANF REFORM

Self-Sufficiency Act of 2002, S.2552, 107th Congress
(2001-2002) https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-
congress/senate-bill/2552/all-info?r=3; Education Works
Act of 2003, S.262, 108th Congress (2003-2004).

9. “Implementation of the Fostering Connections to
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 Working
Document,” U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Administration for Children and Families,
Children’s Bureau, September 10, 2013, https://www.acf.
hhs.gov/cb/resource/implementation-of-the-fostering-
connections.

10. Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2001, Public Law

106-554, 106th Congress, December 21, 2000, https://

www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-106publ554/pdf/PLAW-
106publ554.pdf.

11. National Women’s Law Center, Comments by the
National Women’s Law Center on Child Care Implications
of the Discussion Draft of TANF Reauthorization Bill,
testimony to the House Committee on Ways and Means,
Subcommittee on Human Resources, July 29, 2015,
hteps://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5Ibab.stackpathdns.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/08/nwlc_comments_on_ways_
and_means_committee_subcommittee_on_human_
resources_7.15.15_welfare_reform_hearing.pdf.

12. Ibid.


https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/ccdf-reauthorization
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/ccdf-reauthorization
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/chart-book-temporary-assistance-for-needy-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/chart-book-temporary-assistance-for-needy-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/chart-book-temporary-assistance-for-needy-families
https://firstfocus.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/FirstFocus-Poverty-CostlyConsequencesTANFSupplementalGrants.pdf
https://firstfocus.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/FirstFocus-Poverty-CostlyConsequencesTANFSupplementalGrants.pdf
https://firstfocus.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/FirstFocus-Poverty-CostlyConsequencesTANFSupplementalGrants.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/3625?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+3625%22%5D%7D&r=22
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/3625?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+3625%22%5D%7D&r=22
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/3625?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+3625%22%5D%7D&r=22
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/JDG_705_xml.pdf
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/JDG_705_xml.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/4057?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+4057+TANF%22%5D%7D&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/4057?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+4057+TANF%22%5D%7D&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-bill/4057?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22HR+4057+TANF%22%5D%7D&r=1
https://www.cbpp.org/research/implementing-the-tanf-changes-in-the-deficit-reduction-act
https://www.cbpp.org/research/implementing-the-tanf-changes-in-the-deficit-reduction-act
http://lobby.la.psu.edu/_107th/110_TANF_Work_Training/Congressional_Statements/Senate/S_Snowe_053102.htm
http://lobby.la.psu.edu/_107th/110_TANF_Work_Training/Congressional_Statements/Senate/S_Snowe_053102.htm
http://lobby.la.psu.edu/_107th/110_TANF_Work_Training/Congressional_Statements/Senate/S_Snowe_053102.htm
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/senate-bill/2552/all-info?r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/senate-bill/2552/all-info?r=3
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/implementation-of-the-fostering-connections
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/implementation-of-the-fostering-connections
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/implementation-of-the-fostering-connections
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-106publ554/pdf/PLAW-106publ554.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-106publ554/pdf/PLAW-106publ554.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-106publ554/pdf/PLAW-106publ554.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/nwlc_comments_on_ways_and_means_committee_subcommittee_on_human_resources_7.15.15_welfare_reform_hearing.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/nwlc_comments_on_ways_and_means_committee_subcommittee_on_human_resources_7.15.15_welfare_reform_hearing.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/nwlc_comments_on_ways_and_means_committee_subcommittee_on_human_resources_7.15.15_welfare_reform_hearing.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/nwlc_comments_on_ways_and_means_committee_subcommittee_on_human_resources_7.15.15_welfare_reform_hearing.pdf



