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USING TANF FUNDS FOR HOUSING-RELATED BENEFITS
TO PREVENT HOMELESSNESS

Barbara Sard

Introduction

Under the final regulations for the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families block grant
program (TANF), states and counties may use federal TANF funds for short-term homelessness
prevention measures without triggering the federal 60-month lifetime time limit on receipt of
TANF-funded assistance or other restrictions associated with TANF funds.  This is important
because many states and counties are not using their full federal TANF block grant1 and may be
willing to initiate or expand homelessness prevention programs using TANF funds.  In addition,
the flexibility afforded by the federal regulations allows states and counties to design such
programs to serve a broad range of low-income families, not just families receiving monthly
TANF cash benefits.

States and counties that are funding homelessness prevention programs in part with state
maintenance-of-effort (MOE) funds may wish to replace these MOE funds with TANF funds,
thereby freeing up MOE monies they can use to provide other benefits.  TANF restrictions like
time limits are  triggered when states or counties provide housing-related benefits that are not
short-term, unless the benefits are provided entirely with MOE funds that are accounted for
separately from TANF funds.  States and counties that wish to provide such ongoing housing
benefits to families that are not receiving monthly TANF cash benefits would be advised to use
MOE funds in these cases so the months of assistance do not count against the federal time
limit.2

 
Homelessness Prevention Benefits Are Largely Excluded from the Clarified
Definition of TANF “Assistance”

TANF requirements such as time limits, work participation, and child support assignment
apply to any family receiving TANF “assistance.”  Because “assistance” was thought to be
defined broadly under early TANF regulations, states and counties often were reluctant to use
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federal TANF funds for initiatives for working families because they wished to avoid triggering
these requirements.  Under the final federal regulations issued in April 1999, however, the
definition of “assistance” has been clarified.3  It is now clear that homelessness prevention
benefits are excluded from the definition of “assistance” if the benefits meet the following three
criteria

1) Benefits are designed to deal with a specific crisis situation or episode of need. 

2) Benefits are provided on a one-time basis or for a prospective period that does not
exceed four months.

3) Benefits are not intended to meet recurrent or ongoing needs.4

If families receive TANF-funded homelessness prevention benefits that are not
considered “assistance” but do not receive monthly cash benefits, they are not subject to the 60-
month time limit, are not counted in the determination of their state’s compliance with work
participation requirements, and are not required to assign their child support rights to the state.
              

Short-term or one-time benefits to prevent homelessness that do not invoke the federal
restrictions on “assistance” include payment for rent, mortgage, or utility arrears (in any amount
and for any number of months) and first and last months’ rent deposits and security deposits.  For
example, a state may establish a TANF-funded program to pay overdue rent or mortgage
liabilities and set a maximum benefit level of $3,000 or six months, whichever is less.  In
addition, states and counties can provide emergency shelter, transitional housing, or short-term
rent payments for homeless and other needy families for up to four months.  Services that help
families prevent eviction or locate new housing also are excluded from the definition of
“assistance.”

Moreover, as long as benefits are provided to meet a short-term, non-recurrent need, they
may be provided more than once during a year.  For example, during a single 12-month period, a
state can use TANF funds to provide a family with both a rent arrearage payment and funds to
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repair a car, pay a utility bill, or meet another short-term crisis; this aid would not count against
the family’s lifetime TANF time limit or trigger the TANF work participation or child support
assignment requirements.  States and counties also may make several payments of the same type
in a single year as long as each payment is made without the expectation of making additional
payments.  For instance, a state may provide rent arrearage payments twice in a 12-month period
if each payment is made with the expectation that it will solve the family’s housing problem.  

Defining benefits as short-term if they cover a period up to four months, and permitting
more than one emergency payment in a 12-month period, are significant changes from the rules
that applied to Emergency Assistance (EA) programs under the former Aid to Families with
Dependent Children program.  Generally, EA benefits were restricted to needs that arose over a
90-day period and could be provided only once in a 12-month period.  States that have continued
to provide the same emergency benefits under TANF as they did under AFDC-EA may wish to
reconsider the type, amount, and frequency of benefits they provide.

The clarified definition of “assistance” gives states and counties the flexibility to use
TANF funds to help needy families that are not receiving monthly cash welfare benefits, in
addition to helping their regular TANF caseloads.  States and counties can set financial eligibility
levels for TANF-funded homelessness prevention programs that are higher than eligibility levels
for TANF “assistance.”  Families that have only a one-time or brief association with the TANF
program to receive emergency benefits are not required to assign their child support rights to the
state.5  Allowing more families to qualify for these short-term benefits may help working families
retain stable housing and employment and reduce the need for more costly services such as
homeless shelters.  

Responding to emergency needs with TANF-only funds may enable states and counties to
free up MOE funds for ongoing rental subsidies for families that are not receiving TANF
monthly cash assistance.  Ongoing subsidies that make housing affordable — funded with MOE
or other state, local or federal funds —  may be the most effective tool to prevent homelessness. 
A recent review of a broad range of studies on the prevention of homelessness concludes: “Based
on evidence that subsidized housing, with or without supportive services, is sufficient to end
homelessness for most families, and given the important role of subsidized housing (everywhere
it has been examined) in ending homelessness among people with serious mental illnesses, we
propose a shift to selected strategies of prevention, such as providing housing subsidies to those
with worst-case housing needs, supporting employment and transitional assistance to poor,
young people setting up households for the first time, and focusing efforts on communities from
which large proportions of homeless people originate.”6   States and counties also may be able to
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use MOE funds to provide other benefits.  Some states have chosen to provide cash income
support to certain families — such as those with a parent working in unsubsidized employment
or with a disabled child or parent — with separately administered MOE funds so the months of
assistance do not count against the federal time limit.7  

The final TANF rules also make it easier for states and counties to contract with
community agencies to run homelessness prevention programs by eliminating the need to collect
or report data on individual families receiving TANF-funded “non-assistance.”   

Because of another requirement in the final TANF regulations, however, states and
counties that wish to use TANF funds to provide homelessness prevention benefits that are not
considered “assistance” must use TANF block grant funds for the current fiscal year.  If states
have insufficient current year funds for this purpose but have surplus funds from prior years’
block grants, they can use prior year funds to pay for cash assistance and thereby free up current
TANF block grant funds for crisis programs. 

Many States and Counties Provide Benefits to Prevent Homelessness as Part of
Their TANF Programs

Many states and counties include a variety of homelessness prevention benefits for
families with children as part of their TANF programs.  The types of emergency assistance states
and counties provide include eviction prevention, short-term rental assistance, assistance to
prevent utility shut-offs, emergency housing, and temporary shelter for homeless families.  In the
last few years, a number of states and counties, including Florida, Minnesota, and Washington,
have used TANF funds freed up by declining caseloads to initiate or expand homelessness
prevention programs.

As of June 1999, 34 states provided housing-related benefits as part of their TANF
programs to families in situations that meet state-established emergency criteria.  Of these 34
states, 31 provided crisis benefits to families that also received monthly cash benefits, 28
provided emergency assistance to families that are eligible for but not receiving TANF monthly
cash benefits and 25 provided homelessness prevention benefits to families that are not eligible
for monthly TANF benefits.8   The table below indicates the number of states providing different
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types of housing-related benefits to prevent or alleviate homelessness and the categories of
families eligible for each benefit.  More detail on individual state programs is available at the
website identified in note 8.

These state programs appear to mix TANF and MOE funds to provide homelessness
prevention benefits, though some states and counties may have used MOE funds that were
accounted for separately to provide emergency benefits to families not receiving TANF monthly
cash assistance.

Homelessness Prevention Benefits Provided Under State TANF Programs

Types of
Families
Served

Total
Number of
States

Prevent
Eviction

Short-term
Rental
Assistance

Prevent
Utility
Shut-off

Emergency
Housing
Assistance

Temporary
Shelter

TANF
monthly 
recipients

31 27 14 23 28 22

Eligible for
but not
receiving
TANF 

28 24 11 22 25 20

Not eligible
for TANF
monthly
income
assistance

25 20 10 17 18 17

Conclusion

Using the flexibility afforded by the definition of “assistance” in the final TANF
regulations, states and counties may finance homelessness prevention benefits for all families
with children with federal TANF funds without adverse effects on working families or others not
receiving monthly TANF benefits.  It is not necessary either to deny emergency assistance to
certain families because they do not receive TANF cash assistance or to run the clock on
families’ 60-month federal lifetime TANF time limit to provide them with emergency benefits
and services.  If states and counties fund homelessness prevention benefits provided through the
TANF program entirely with federal TANF funds, they may have additional MOE funds
available for ongoing housing assistance to working families and other programs for families that
states and counties wish to assist without triggering TANF time limits.


