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Improvements in TANF Cash Benefits Needed to 
Undo the Legacy of Historical Racism  

By Ife Floyd and LaDonna Pavetti1 
 
Adequate cash assistance is essential to help families maintain stability and to support children’s 

healthy development, especially when families with low incomes experience a job loss or other crisis. 
Yet since the early 20th century, cash assistance programs have provided very low benefits. And, due 
in part to racist and sexist narratives about Black mothers, cash assistance programs deliberately 
excluded Black families or provided lower average benefits in states with high concentrations of 
Black families in those early years.2 Today’s cash assistance program, Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF), continues to provide very low benefits — at or below 60 percent of the 
poverty line in every state. Moreover, benefits vary widely from state to state, and Black and Latinx 
children are likelier than white children to live in one of the 16 states where benefits don’t even 
reach 20 percent of the poverty line, or about $366 a month for a family of three in 2021.3  

 
Low family grants and wide state-by-state variation started under the state- and locally funded 

mothers’ pension programs of the early 1900s, the first publicly funded cash assistance programs for 
children of single mothers. In creating the federal Aid to Dependent Children (ADC, later renamed 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children or AFDC) program in 1935, federal policymakers 
followed the mothers’ pension model. At ADC’s creation and in succeeding decades, Southern 
members of Congress blocked efforts to set federal benefit standards for the program, thereby 
maintaining state control.  

 
For Black and other marginalized single mothers, state control over ADC/AFDC often meant 

exclusion, coercion to work for low wages, or lower grants overall. Southern states and other states 
with higher Black populations generally provided lower average benefits than other states. Overall, 

 
1 Ife Floyd is now with the Georgia Budget and Policy Institute. The authors thank Ali Safawi, Evelyn Bellow, Cristina 
Toppin, and Cindy Reyes, who contributed to the research and fact checking for this report. 
2 See Appendix 2, “Racist Narratives of Black Women,” in Ife Floyd et al., “TANF Policies Reflect Racist Legacy of 
Cash Assistance: Reimagined Program Should Center Black Mothers,” CBPP, August 4, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-policies-reflect-racist-legacy-of-cash-assistance. 
3 Ali Safawi and Cindy Reyes, “States Must Continue Recent Momentum to Improve TANF Benefit Levels,” CBPP, 
December 2, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/states-must-continue-recent-momentum-
to-further-improve-tanf-benefit  
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the situation hasn’t much improved since TANF’s enactment in 1996; while a few states have raised 
the value of their benefits, many more have let benefits deteriorate.4  

 
TANF cash assistance has a role to play to support families when they fall on hard times. It can 

provide stability and support children’s development. But to do so, the program must move in an 
antiracist direction and recognize the dignity and power of Black mothers and their role in caring for 
their children. This paper — part of a series on TANF and race, which examines how racist and 
sexist attitudes toward Black women have helped shape the history and design of cash assistance5 — 
presents policy recommendations to improve TANF that follow the “Black Women Best” (BWB) 
framework. Janelle Jones, now Chief Economist at the Department of Labor, developed the BWB 
framework, which “argues if Black women — who, since our nation’s founding, have been among 
the most excluded and exploited by the rules that structure our society — can one day thrive in the 
economy, then it must finally be working for everyone.”6  

 
To reimagine TANF through a Black Women’s Best framework, we propose: 
 
• Establishing a federal minimum benefit so that no family of any race falls below a certain 

income level.  

• Changing TANF’s funding structure to retarget TANF resources to basic assistance, address 
funding inequities, and prevent erosion over time.  

• Increasing benefits at the state level, without waiting for federal policy changes. States, 
especially Southern states with high Black populations, should raise benefits significantly and 
create a mechanism to maintain their purchasing power over time.  

 
Another paper in this series, “Cash Assistance Should Promote Equity: Applying the ‘Black 

Women Best’ Framework to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,” outlines other 
recommended changes to TANF to improve access to the program and supports for families, such 
as ending and barring work requirements, behavioral policies, and time limits.7 

 
Mothers’ Pensions Set Precedents of Low Benefits, Exclusion, State Variation  

Illinois established the first mothers’ pension program in 1911. These programs, which were state 
or locally funded, were among the first public payments for children of single mothers and were 
created so children could continue to be cared for by their mother after the loss of the family 
breadwinner. By 1930, localities in dozens of states had established mothers’ pension programs.8  

 
 

4 Ibid.   
5 Floyd et al. 
6 Kendra Bozarth, Grace Western, and Janelle Jones, “Black Women Best: The Framework We Need for An Equitable 
Economy,” Roosevelt Institute and Groundwork Collaborative, September 2020, https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/RI_Black-Women-Best_IssueBrief-202009.pdf.  
7 Liz Schott, Ife Floyd, and LaDonna Pavetti, “Cash Assistance Should Promote Equity: Applying the ‘Black Women 
Best’ Framework to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,” CBPP, August 4, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-promote-equity.  
8 Winifred Bell, Aid to Dependent Children, Columbia University Press, 1965, pp. 5-7. 

https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/RI_Black-Women-Best_IssueBrief-202009.pdf
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/RI_Black-Women-Best_IssueBrief-202009.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-promote-equity
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However, there was little public investment in mothers’ pension programs, so average benefits — 
which varied widely by state and locality — were generally low and did not cover the essentials.9 (See 
Appendix Table 1.) In 1931, most states with programs had average monthly grants at or below $30 
a month, or about $452 a month in 2021 dollars.10 

 
Many local administrators and other officials were hesitant to give mothers much money. Some, 

reflecting traditional gender norms of the day, worried that women would leave their husbands if 
they could gain economic independence through mothers’ pension programs.11 Others wondered if 
mothers would spend the resources recklessly or choose not to work for low wages.12 (Claims that 
cash benefits discourage work would reappear in debates over later cash programs, especially as 
Black mothers gained more access to this aid.13 Unfortunately, even today, over 20 states’ TANF 
benefits are at or below $452 a month for a family of three.) 

 
Administrators of mothers’ pension programs targeted the program only to white widows. 

Programs largely operated under judgments about a family’s “deservingness” that, in turn, were 
based on caseworkers’ judgements about a mother’s character.14 Unmarried and Black mothers were 
generally excluded from local programs. Fewer than 0.1 percent of children aided by mothers’ 
pension programs had unwed mothers, a 1931 study found.15  The same study found that only 1,456 
families, or 3 percent of the families for whom race was reported, were headed by a Black mother.16 
This is despite the fact that 739,000 Black families lived in areas where mothers pension programs 
operated,17 and research indicates that Black families often experienced hard economic conditions 
during this era.18  

 
Aid to Dependent Children Let States Keep Benefits Low for Economic Control 

Aid to Dependent Children, created by the 1935 Social Security Act, provided federal funding to 
the states to assist children who were “deprived of parental support or care by reason of death, 
continued absence from the home, or physical incapacity of a parent” and who lived with a parent 
or relative.19 Black families eventually gained somewhat more access to ADC than to the previous 

 
9 Carolyn Moehling, “Mothers’ Pensions and Female Headship,” Yale University and National Bureau of Economic 
Research, May 2002, p. 7, https://economics.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/Workshops-Seminars/Labor-
Public/moehling-021004.pdf. 
10 U.S. Children’s Bureau 1933, in Nadasen et al., pp. 92-93.  
11 Nadasen et al., p. 15. 
12 Bell, p. 16 
13 Floyd et al. 
14 Floyd et al.  
15 U.S. Children’s Bureau 1933, in Nadasen et al., pp. 95-97.  
16 U.S. Children’s Bureau 1933, in Nadasen et al., pp. 98-99. 
17 Floyd et al.  
18 Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, To Ask for an Equal Chance: African Americans in the Great Depression, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2010, pp. 2, 23-24, 29-30.  
19 Social Security Act of 1935, Title IV https://www.ssa.gov/history/35act.html#TITLE%20IV. 

https://economics.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/Workshops-Seminars/Labor-Public/moehling-021004.pdf
https://economics.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/Workshops-Seminars/Labor-Public/moehling-021004.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/history/35act.html#TITLE%20IV
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mothers’ pension programs.20 ADC was one of the few programs available to Black mothers, who 
were effectively excluded from the law’s more generous social insurance programs. Unemployment 
Insurance and Old Age Insurance, the two major programs within the Social Security Act, excluded 
agricultural and domestic workers, which included 90 percent of Black women workers at the time.21  

 
This exclusion was especially harmful given Black families’ greater levels of need. Black 

communities faced deep, ongoing poverty, due in part to structural racism and sexism in the labor 
market that severely limited Black women’s employment prospects and depressed their wages. 

 
Congress Rejected Federal Benefit Standards 

The Roosevelt Administration initially proposed that ADC benefits should create “reasonable 
subsistence compatible with decency and health,”22 an effort to ensure mothers could adequately 
care for their children with ADC benefits. But powerful Southern Democrats mirrored the views of 
employers and local policymakers who, like mothers’ pension administrators before them, believed 
higher benefits would discourage work among people they wanted to work.23 The House Ways and 
Means Committee, chaired by Rep. Robert L. Doughton of North Carolina, removed “reasonable 
subsistence” from the legislation and instead established benefit maximums of $18 for the first child 
and $12 for each additional child. States would receive federal reimbursement for one-third of 
benefits up to those maximums but would have to cover all benefit costs beyond those limits.24 The 
Senate Finance Committee, led by Sen. Pat Harrison of Mississippi, agreed to the maximums and 
also removed the “decency and health” language from the bill.  

 
Without federal standards, state officials had full control over benefit levels, allowing them to set 

benefits that were quite low, especially compared to other social programs such as cash assistance 
for the elderly.25 States could also set their own eligibility standards. The Roosevelt Administration 
agreed to these changes as part of a compromise to move the Social Security Act forward.26  

 
Giving states nearly full control of their ADC programs allowed them to structure programs so 

that they would not compete with low-paid jobs. Southern legislators wanted to preserve the 
 

20 Floyd et al. 
21 Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare, Free Press, 1994, pp. 190-195; Ellen 
Mutari, Marilyn Power, and Deborah M. Figart, “Neither Mothers Nor Breadwinners: African-American Women’s 
Exclusion From US Minimum Wage Policies, 1912-1938,” Feminist Economics, Vol. 8, No. 2, 2002, p. 39, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545700210160988. 
22 Office of Assistance Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS), “A Brief History of the AFDC Program,” Aid to Families with Dependent Children: The Baseline, June 1, 1998, 
https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/167036/1history.pdf.  
23 Gordon pp. 266, 275.  
24 Gordon, pp. 266; 277-278. Bobbie Green Turner, Federal/State Aid to Dependent Children Program and Its Benefits to Black 
Children in America, 1935-1985, Garland Publishing, 1993, p. 73. These thresholds increased in 1946 to $24 for the first 
child and $15 for each additional child. Also, the federal government’s reimbursement increased the from one-half to 
two-thirds. Found in Bell, p. 53.  
25 One official from the Committee on Economic Security called the ADC provisions the “worst” in the Social Security 
Act. Another said the maximum ADC benefits eligible for federal reimbursement were “out of line” with the $30 a 
month provided to an individual though Old Age pensions. See Gordon, p. 278.  
26 Gordon, p. 276. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13545700210160988
https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/167036/1history.pdf
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economic system that relied on Black workers in the South and Latinx workers in the Southwest.27 
As explained below, states used this flexibility to force Black women to rely on low-paid, exploitative 
work.  

 
States Used Various Strategies to Restrict Access and Keep Benefits Low 

States employed different strategies to restrict access to benefits and to keep benefits low, and 
these efforts often disproportionately affected Black families. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, 
some states sought to prevent Black families from receiving ADC if mothers could work. As a field 
report from the late 1930s explained: 
 

There is hesitancy on the part of many [officials administering ADC in the South] to advance 
too rapidly over the thinking of their own communities, which see no reason why the 
employable Negro mother should not continue her usually sketchy seasonal labor or indefinite 
domestic service rather than receive a public assistance grant.28 

 
When one Southern county begrudgingly provided aid to 250 Black families, the field reporter 

noted that program officials had “grave doubt about the wisdom of this decision but otherwise [the 
families] would have starved.”29 
 

States in the South, Northeast, and Midwest instituted policies to try to coerce Black mothers to 
work. “Farm policies,” which reduced a family’s benefit or ended assistance completely during the 
growing season, were implemented in states such as Arkansas, Illinois, Louisiana, and New Jersey.  
A Black resident of Cairo, Illinois, for example, later told federal officials that the state cut his 
family’s benefits at the start of the growing season without confirmation a job was available or that 
he would earn enough to provide for his family.30 In 1952, Georgia barred families with earnings 
from receiving ADC benefits to supplement those earnings; this and other new rules severely 
constrained the growth of Black families receiving ADC.31  

 
A number of states also blocked many families, especially Black families, from accessing aid on 

conduct or moral grounds. Some states imposed “suitable home” requirements, which denied aid to 
families that the state claimed were unfit for child rearing.32 Some states also considered a family’s 
ability to manage money in determining its eligibility for benefits, often excluding Black and 
American Indian families on this basis.33 

 

 
27 Gordon, p. 275-276.  
28 Bell, p. 34-35. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Report from the 1966 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights found in Francis Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the 
Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare, Vintage Books, 1971, pp. 141-143. 
31 Bell, pp. 81-83.  
32 Floyd et al. 
33 Bell, pp. 42-43. 
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Southern states consistently attempted to keep benefits low. Twenty states set a maximum family 
grant irrespective of family size by 1958.34 Fifteen of them were in the South, a region that included 
half of the country’s Black population.35 The South was also home to the states with the lowest 
average ADC benefits in the country as of 1958: Alabama, Florida, Mississippi, South Carolina, and 
Texas. All five states were well below the national average. (See Table 1.)  

 
TABLE 1 

States in South Had Lowest Average ADC Benefits, 1958 

 Average benefit, 1958  
Value of average 1958 
benefit in 2021 dollars 

Alabama $27.09 $215.23 
Mississippi $40.28 $320.02 
South Carolina $54.90 $436.18 
Florida $59.07 $469.31 
Texas $67.63 $537.32 
National  $99.83 $793.15 

Source: Winifred Bell, Aid to Dependent Children 

 
 

Federal Attempts to Strengthen Benefits Mostly Failed 
Federal policymakers made several attempts to provide more adequate benefits through ADC 

(renamed Aid to Families with Dependent Children or AFDC in 1962). In 1950, the program added 
mothers and relative caregivers to the benefit determination so that payments would help cover 
living costs for those adults as well as children. Federal policymakers also incentivized states to 
increase benefits by raising the federal matching rate several times between 1939 and 1965, yet few 
states responded. In 1967, President Johnson proposed requiring each state to set benefits at 100 
percent of the state’s “standard of need,” or the amount of income and other resources a family 
required in order to live. This would have forced many states to increase benefits, but Congress 
rejected the idea. Two decades later, in 1987, a proposal to establish a minimum federal benefit for 
AFDC passed the House Ways and Means Committee and had broad congressional support but was 
blocked by Southern lawmakers.36   

 
Several proposals in the 1960s and 1970s would have established a basic income program for a 

wider group of families with low incomes, including but not limited to those headed by single 
mothers. Other proposals called for a negative income tax, which would have provided a refundable 
tax credit to everyone below a certain income level.37 President Nixon’s Family Assistance Program 

 
34 Bell, p. 225.  
35 Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Oklahoma, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. (See Bell, p. 225.) Analysis of 1960 U.S. Census data, 
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1960/pc-s1-supplementary-reports/pc-s1-52.pdf. 
36 National Research Council, “The Poverty Measure and AFDC,” from Measuring Poverty: A New Approach, 1995, p. 
339, https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/1995/demo/afdc.pdf.  
37 A negative income tax differs from the current Earned Income Tax Credit in that eligibility would be based on income 
rather than on earnings. 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1960/pc-s1-supplementary-reports/pc-s1-52.pdf
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/1995/demo/afdc.pdf
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proposal in 1969 would have replaced AFDC with a basic income to families, providing $1,600 a 
year (a little more than $10,000 in 2021 dollars) for a family of four. It also included a work 
requirement — reduction of benefits if a parent didn’t meet certain work-related obligations.38 The 
proposal passed the House but drew criticism from liberals who argued the benefit was too low and 
conservatives who argued the work requirement was not strict enough. With AFDC closely 
associated with stereotypes of Black mothers, some conservative opponents invoked racist ideas of 
Black women in criticizing the Family Assistance Program; “there’s not going to be anybody left to 
roll these wheelbarrows and press these shirts,” Rep. Philip Landrum of Georgia complained.39 The 
program was never enacted.  

 
The Family Assistance Program and other basic income proposals, such as the National Welfare 

Rights Organization’s Adequate Income proposal (see box, “Black Mothers Set Basic Income 
Agenda to Support Motherhood”), would have moved cash assistance in a fundamentally different 
direction than AFDC (and eventually TANF), eliminating the wide state-by-state variation in 
benefits and providing more adequate cash support than many state AFDC programs offered. These 
proposals represented the crossroads cash assistance was entering in the 1970s: whether to better 
support mothers caring for children regardless of their labor market participation, as these proposals 
would have done, or instead to tie assistance more tightly to work, as TANF would do.    

 
  

 
38 Premilla Nadasen, Welfare Warriors: The Welfare Rights Movement in the United States, Routledge, 2005, pp. 171-172.   
39 Jill Quadango, The Color of Welfare: How Racism Undermined the War on Poverty, Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 130. 



 
8 

Black Mothers Set Basic Income Agenda to Support Motherhood 
The National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO), created in 1966, brought together Black, 
brown, and white mothers receiving cash assistance who had been organizing locally for dignity 
and more benefits since the 1950s.a NWRO’s Adequate Income proposal, introduced in the House 
in 1970, would have provided $5,500 a year (about $35,000 in 2021 dollars) to a family of four 
with a head of household who was not working; working families could receive federal assistance 
until their annual income reached $10,000.b In 1971 NWRO amended the benefit to $6,500 a 
year (about $38,000 in 2021 dollars) for a family of four. The proposal did not have a work 
requirement but did include a work incentive.   

However, the NWRO faced internal division over its stance on work-related policies. The 
predominately male leadership in the national office did not oppose work requirements and work 
training, especially for mothers with older children and when jobs were available, but many of the 
Black women leaders saw work requirements as coercive and pointed out that the work programs 
available to AFDC recipients were low quality and many only provided training for service jobs.c As 
NRWO executive committee member Beulah Sanders stated, “Surely the mother is in the best 
position to know what effect her taking a particular job would have on her young school child, but 
now we are told that for welfare mothers the choice will be made for them.”d   

NWRO mother activists argued that mothers needed economic security so they could have a real 
choice between staying home with their children or working outside the home. They believed the 
Adequate Income proposal would provide that security. This argument differed from other 
prominent ideas around cash assistance to single mothers, such as from “maternalists” — mainly 
white, middle-class women reformers who had led the charge for mothers’ pension programs in 
the early 1900s, who mainly wanted mothers in the home caring for children — and policymakers 
and employers who feared that aiding mothers would disrupt the low-wage labor market.  
 
a Nadasen, p. 3. 
b Nadasen, p. 180. 
c One program in East St. Louis, “Maid to Order,” prepared AFDC recipients for house cleaning jobs in wealthy homes. 
Premilla Nadasen, Jennifer Mittelstadt, and Marisa Chappell, Welfare in the United States: A History with Documents, 
1935-1996, Routledge, 2009, pp. 34-35. 
d Nadasen, pp. 178-179.  

 
 

Without Federal Controls, Benefits Vary Based on States’ Racial Makeup and 
Have Weakened Over Time 

The lack of federal benefit standards led to wide variation in state AFDC benefit levels, which 
particularly disadvantaged Black families. Between the 1960s and 1990s, states with higher Black 
populations or higher shares of Black families in the AFDC caseload had smaller average AFDC 
benefits than states with lower Black populations or lower shares of Black families in the caseload, 
studies consistently found. This link was strongest in the South but not exclusive to the region.40  

 
40 See Larry L. Orr, “Income Transfers as a Public Good: An Application to AFDC,” American Economic Review, Vol. 66, 
No. 3, 1976, pp. 359-371, http://www.jstor.com/stable/1828169; Gerald C. Wright, Jr., “Racism and Welfare Policy in 
America,” Social Science Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 4, 1970, pp. 718-730,  http://www.jstor.com/stable/42859699; 
Christopher Howard, “The American Welfare State, or States?” Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 52, No. 2, 1999, pp. 421-
442, https://www.jstor.org/stable/449226; Ben Lennox Kail and Marc Dixon, “The Uneven Patterning of Welfare 
 

http://www.jstor.com/stable/1828169
http://www.jstor.com/stable/42859699
https://www.jstor.org/stable/449226
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FIGURE 1 

 
 

Benefits at the Twilight of AFDC: Accessing the Influence of Institutions, Race, and Citizen Preferences,” Sociological 
Quarterly, Vol. 52, 2011, pp. 376-399. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23027542  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/23027542
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Another study found that between 1982 and 1996, the size of a state’s Black population strongly 
predicted its average benefit levels, regardless of the state’s ideological leanings.41 Overall, Southern 
states have consistently had the lowest benefits.42 (See Figure 1.) In 1990, for example, the average 
maximum grant for a family of three in the South was $255, compared to $399, $442, and $528 in 
the Midwest, West, and Northeast, respectively. (See Appendix Table 2.) 

 
Today as well, benefits under TANF are lower in places where Black families tend to live. A 

majority (52 percent) of Black children in the country live in a state with benefits at or below 20 
percent of the poverty line, compared to 41 percent of Latinx children and 37 percent of white 
children.43 (See Figure 2.) Relatedly, states with larger shares of Black residents tend to spend smaller 
shares of their TANF funds on basic assistance.44  

 
FIGURE 2 

 
 
Over recent decades, even as states where more Black people live have consistently provided 

smaller benefits than other states, states across the country have allowed their benefits to shrink in 

 
41 Kail and Dixon, p. 390. 
42 Ali Safawi, “Family Cash Assistance Programs Marked by Historical Racism, Especially in South,” CBPP, October 22, 
2020, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/family-cash-assistance-programs-marked-by-historical-racism-especially-in-south.  
43 CBPP analysis of 2020 U.S. Census population estimates collected from Kids Count Data Center, “Child Population 
by race in the United States,” Annie E. Casey Foundation, September 2021, 
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=2#detailed/2/2-
52/false/574/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423. 
44 Zachary Parolin, “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and the Black-White child poverty gap in the United 
States,” Socio-Economic Review, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwz025; Safawi and Floyd. 

https://www.cbpp.org/blog/family-cash-assistance-programs-marked-by-historical-racism-especially-in-south
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=2#detailed/2/2-52/false/574/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=2#detailed/2/2-52/false/574/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwz025
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value. A key factor was the pervasive anti-Black narratives around AFDC between the 1960s and the 
1990s (such as attacks on “welfare queens” by President Reagan and others), which helped give 
many Americans an unfavorable view of the program.45 Since 1970, every state has let the 
purchasing power of its benefits decline. Benefits quickly lost value during the 1970s due to high 
inflation,46 and while inflation later moderated, most states have not increased grants enough to 
offset the decline. Between 1970 and 2021, benefits in 36 states fell by at least 50 percent, after 
adjusting for inflation.47  

 
Some states have done even less to preserve benefits during TANF’s 25 years than in the previous 

quarter century. While every state increased benefits at least in nominal terms between 1970 and 
1996, 12 states have not done so since 199648 and four states49 have cut benefits without later 
restoring them. The decline in benefits has gradually weakened AFDC/TANF as an anti-poverty 
program — not just for Black families, but for all families with low incomes. 

 
Many states across the country also responded to declining public support for cash assistance by 

making their programs harder to access. By the early 2000s, 22 states had imposed family caps, 
which limited or denied more cash assistance to families that have another child while enrolled in 
AFDC or TANF. States also implemented time limits on the receipt of benefits and took away some 
or all of a family’s benefits for not complying with a work or other requirement.50 Between 1996 and 
2020, the number of families receiving TANF for every 100 families in poverty dropped from 68 to 
21.51 

 
Monthly Cash Matters: Minimum Benefit Would Better Support Families and 
Improve Children’s Prospects 

Cash assistance for families who experience a crisis or struggle to pay for the basics needs to be a 
critical component of our economic support system. However, TANF, with its history of anti-Black 
racism, must be fundamentally reformed to realize its potential for providing support to families 
when they have no or limited income from other sources.  

 

 
45 Floyd et al. 
46 National Research Council, 1995, p. 369. 
47 CBPP analysis of historical AFDC and current TANF benefits: 1970 benefits from Table 5.5 in HHS ASPE, 
“Eligibility, Benefits and Disposable Income,” Aid to Families with Dependent Children: The Baseline, June 1, 1998, 
https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/167036/5benefits.pdf; 2021 benefit levels compiled by CBPP from state 
sources. 
48 Arkansas, Alaska, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Missouri, North Carolina, and 
Pennsylvania. Safawi and Reyes.  
49 Arizona, Hawai’i, Idaho, and Oklahoma. Safawi and Reyes. 
50 Floyd et al. 
51 CBPP analysis of 2020 poverty data from the Current Population Survey and 2020 TANF caseload data collected 
from state agencies. In-depth analysis of caseload and poverty data for 2020 forthcoming. For 2019 analysis, see Laura 
Meyer and Ife Floyd, “Cash Assistance Should Reach Millions More Families to Lessen Hardship,” CBPP, updated 
November 30, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-
more-families-to-lessen. 

https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/167036/5benefits.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families-to-lessen
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families-to-lessen
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Racial discrimination in employment, housing, education, and social programs has contributed to 
higher rates of poverty and insecurity among Black families and other families of color. Racism and 
low, unstable income contribute to toxic stress (the excessive or prolonged activation of the body’s 
“fight or flight” response) in children, recent research shows.52 Stress from racist experiences is 
associated with increased inflammation, which can lead to chronic disease.53 Black and other parents 
of color constantly worrying about their ability to pay the rent or afford food cannot effectively 
buffer children from stresses caused by racism or deprivation; this persistent adversity can overload 
children’s bodies and minds, with negative long-term consequences for their health, education, and 
employment.54 Robust anti-poverty programs that boost income, like cash assistance, can promote 
stability, relieving parental stress and improving children’s academic, health, and economic 
outcomes, a National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine report on reducing 
childhood poverty finds.55  

 
Other anti-poverty programs, like SNAP and refundable tax credits, have grown significantly in 

recent decades and have reduced hardship substantially, especially among Black and Latinx families 
and individuals. Yet families with little or no cash income still need monthly cash assistance to be 
more economically secure. They have needs that may vary month to month — diapers, period 
products, personal hygiene and cleaning supplies, and utilities, for example — and that only cash can 
cover. Providing adequate, unconditional cash assistance also affirms the dignity of parents and 
caregivers and presumes they know how to best care for their children.  

 
A reimagined TANF program also could complement a permanent extension of the American 

Rescue Plan’s temporary Child Tax Credit expansion. An expanded Child Tax Credit would give 
households with low or moderate incomes additional resources to cover the expenses associated 
with child-rearing. But when a family falls on hard times, they need additional cash assistance from 
TANF to prevent a downward spiral that can result in eviction and homelessness, among other 
negative outcomes. Together, an expanded Child Tax Credit and TANF could provide meaningful 
cash resources for families to cover their monthly essentials and maintain economic stability when 
their other income drops or is very low. 

 
In reshaping TANF’s approach to basic assistance, policymakers should adopt a Black Women’s 

Best framework.56 Black mothers need a cash program that provides stability through life’s 
challenges, protects their children from hardship, and affirms and supports parents’ autonomy over 

 
52 Center on the Developing Child, “Moving Upstream: Confronting Racism to Open Up Children’s Potential,” Harvard 
University, 2021, https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/HCDC_RacismBrief_FINAL3.pdf.  
53 Emily Gersema,“ Study links racism to chronic inflammation and disease risk among African Americans,” University 
of Southern California, May 30, 2019, https://dornsife.usc.edu/news/stories/3021/racism-linked-to-chronic-
inflammation-disease-risk/.   
54 Center on the Developing Child, “Connecting the Brain to the Rest of the Body,” Harvard University, 
https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/InBrief-Connecting-the-
Brain-to-the-Rest-of-the-Body.pdf.  
55 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, “A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty,” 2019, 
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty.  
56 For a description of policy recommendations across all aspects of TANF, see Schott, Floyd, and Pavetti. 

https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/HCDC_RacismBrief_FINAL3.pdf
https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/HCDC_RacismBrief_FINAL3.pdf
https://dornsife.usc.edu/news/stories/3021/racism-linked-to-chronic-inflammation-disease-risk/
https://dornsife.usc.edu/news/stories/3021/racism-linked-to-chronic-inflammation-disease-risk/
https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/InBrief-Connecting-the-Brain-to-the-Rest-of-the-Body.pdf
https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/InBrief-Connecting-the-Brain-to-the-Rest-of-the-Body.pdf
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty
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their families. Increased federal power is critical to move the states most resistant to improving their 
programs in an antiracist direction. Federal policymakers should: 

 
• Establish a federal minimum benefit so that no family falls below a certain income 

level. As noted, TANF benefits vary greatly by state and the lowest benefits tend to be in 
Southern states, which have larger Black populations and deeper-seated legacies of 
enslavement and Jim Crow. A minimum federal benefit would establish a necessary floor to 
mitigate these disparities and better protect Black, brown, and white families. This would not 
only improve the lives of parents and children receiving TANF but also help local 
communities, as families in poverty would quickly put that money into the local economy. 

• Change TANF’s funding structure to retarget TANF resources to basic assistance, 
address funding inequities, and prevent erosion over time. States have used TANF 
resources to pay for other things besides cash aid to families; notably, states with high Black 
populations tend to spend less on basic assistance and to redirect these funds elsewhere. 
Federal policymakers based the original TANF block grant allocation on states’ AFDC 
spending amounts; this approach locked in some of the lowest TANF funding levels per poor 
child in states where Black children disproportionately live.57 Furthermore, the original block 
grant formula has lost about 40 percent of its value since its creation due to inflation, which 
makes it harder for states that want to adequately invest in families to do so.  

Federal policymakers should require states to spend a greater share of TANF resources on 
basic assistance, establish an equitable formula allocation, and increase TANF funding and 
index it to inflation to encourage states, especially those with lower benefits and higher Black 
populations, to increase benefits and serve more families.  

 
States need not wait on federal changes before improving their programs. State policymakers 

should:   
 
• At minimum, raise their benefit levels to make up for the loss of inflation-adjusted 

value since 1996. Higher benefits for all families in poverty, especially in states with larger 
Black populations, would have a meaningful impact on children’s futures. 

• Establish mechanisms to prevent benefits from eroding in the future.58 Adjusting TANF 
benefits yearly in step with inflation, such as through a statutory cost-of-living adjustment, 
would maintain families’ purchasing power and help them meet basic needs.  

  

 
57 Ibid.   
58 A statutory COLA is the best way to ensure that benefits keep pace with inflation. For example, Wyoming’s COLA is 
based on the Wyoming Cost of Living Index for the previous year. New Hampshire’s benefit level is tied to 60 percent 
of the federal poverty line, which is indexed for inflation. Therefore, the state’s benefit also rises each year with inflation. 
These policies have made New Hampshire and Wyoming two of only six states whose benefits have risen since 1996 in 
inflation-adjusted terms. 
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APPENDIX TABLE 1 

Mothers’ Pension Benefits Varied Widely by State 

States 

Average mothers’ pension 
monthly benefits in 1931 

(nominal dollars) Benefits in 2021 dollars 

Massachusetts $69.31 $1,045.09 
Rhode Island $55.09 $830.67 
New York $52.62 $793.43 
Connecticut $45.91 $692.25 
Pennsylvania $37.45 $564.69 
Michigan $37.04 $558.51 
California $31.40 $473.47 
Maryland $30.52 $460.20 
Maine $30.16 $454.77 
New Jersey $30.03 $452.81 
Minnesota $29.35 $442.55 
Tennessee $26.78 $403.80 
Indiana $26.73 $403.05 
Colorado $26.50 $399.58 
Missouri $26.22 $395.36 
Illinois $26.11 $393.70 
Montana $24.78 $373.65 
Nevada $24.76 $373.34 
Delaware $23.69 $357.21 
North Dakota $22.93 $345.75 
Wyoming $22.55 $340.02 
South Dakota $21.78 $328.41 
Ohio $21.68 $326.90 
Wisconsin $21.66 $326.60 
Oregon $21.35 $321.93 
Vermont $21.11 $318.31 
Iowa $20.81 $313.78 
New Hampshire $19.77 $298.10 
Washington $19.66 $296.44 
Nebraska $17.81 $268.55 
Arizona $17.25 $260.10 
North Carolina $16.64 $250.91 
Virginia $16.52 $249.10 
West Virginia $15.46 $233.11 
Kansas $14.05 $211.85 
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APPENDIX TABLE 1 

Mothers’ Pension Benefits Varied Widely by State 

States 

Average mothers’ pension 
monthly benefits in 1931 

(nominal dollars) Benefits in 2021 dollars 

Idaho $13.16 $198.43 
Utah $11.77 $177.47 
Mississippi $11.11 $167.52 
Texas $10.07 $151.84 
Louisiana $10.06 $151.69 
Florida $10.01 $150.94 
Oklahoma $7.29 $109.92 
Arkansas $4.33 $65.29 

Source: CBPP analysis of U.S. Children’s Bureau study of Mother’s Pension programs in 1931, found in Nadasen et al., 2009. 
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APPENDIX TABLE 2 

Average Maximum AFDC/TANF Benefit Level for a Family of 3 by Census Region (in 
Nominal and 2021 Dollars) 

  1970 1980 1990 1996 2010 2021 

Midwest 
(IL, IN, IA, KS, MI, 
MN, MO, NE, ND, 
OH, SD, WI) 

Nominal $196  $334  $399  $407  $444  $489  

2021 $1,207 $1,043 $790 $685 $538 $489 

Northeast 
(CT, ME, MA, NH, NJ, 
NY, PA, RI, VT) 

Nominal $254  $383  $528  $520  $576  $701  

2021 $1,570 $1,178 $1,047 $876 $697 $701 

South 
(AL, AR, DE, DC, FL, 
GA, KY, LA, MD, MS, 
NC, OK, SC, TN, TX, 
VA, WV) 

Nominal $127  $191  $255  $259  $300  $362  

2021 $785 $597 $505 $436 $363 $362 

West 
(AK, AZ, CA, CO, HI, 
ID, MT, NV, NM, OR, 
UT, WA, WY) 

Nominal $199  $344  $442  $478  $515  $562  

2021 $1,226 $1,074 $875 $804 $623 $562 

Source: CBPP analysis based on benefits data compiled from Table 5.5 in HHS ASPE, op. cit. (1970-1990) and Safawi and Reyes, op. cit.  
(1996-2021). 1990 benefit levels for Pennsylvania and Massachusetts were changed from what is reported by HHS ASPE to better align 
with 1996-2021 benefit levels with data from the Pennsylvania state TANF manual and the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute.  

 
 
 

APPENDIX TABLE 3 

Monthly TANF Benefit Levels (Single-parent family of three) 

 

July 1996 
(nominal dollars) 

July 2021 
(nominal dollars) 

Loss in Value, 1996-
2021  

(inflation-adjusted) 

Alabama $164 $215 -22% 
Alaska 923 923 -41% 
Arizona 347 278 -52% 
Arkansas 204 204 -41% 
California1 596 878 -12% 
Colorado 356 508 -15% 
Connecticut2 636 709 -34% 
Delaware 338 338 -41% 
District of Columbia 415 658 -6% 
Florida 303 303 -41% 
Georgia 280 280 -41% 
Hawai’i 712 610 -49% 
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APPENDIX TABLE 3 

Monthly TANF Benefit Levels (Single-parent family of three) 

 

July 1996 
(nominal dollars) 

July 2021 
(nominal dollars) 

Loss in Value, 1996-
2021  

(inflation-adjusted) 

Idaho 317 309 -42% 
Illinois 377 543 -14% 
Indiana 288 288 -41% 
Iowa 426 426 -41% 
Kansas3 429 429 -41% 
Kentucky 262 262 -41% 
Louisiana 190 240 -25% 
Maine 418 620 -12% 
Maryland 373 727 16% 
Massachusetts 525 712 -19% 
Michigan 459 492 -36% 
Minnesota 532 632 -29% 
Mississippi 120 260 29% 
Missouri 292 292 -41% 
Montana 438 588 -20% 
Nebraska 364 485 -21% 
Nevada 348 386 -34% 
New Hampshire 550 1,098 19% 
New Jersey 424 559 -22% 
New Mexico 389 447 -32% 
New York4 577 789 -19% 
North Carolina 272 272 -41% 
North Dakota 431 486 -33% 
Ohio 341 512 -11% 
Oklahoma 307 292 -43% 
Oregon 460 506 -35% 
Pennsylvania5 403 403 -41% 
Rhode Island6 554 721 -23% 
South Carolina 200 305 -9% 
South Dakota 430 630 -13% 
Tennessee 185 387 24% 
Texas 188 308 -3% 
Utah 416 498 -29% 
Vermont7 597 699 -30% 
Virginia8 354 559 -6% 



 
18 

APPENDIX TABLE 3 

Monthly TANF Benefit Levels (Single-parent family of three) 

 

July 1996 
(nominal dollars) 

July 2021 
(nominal dollars) 

Loss in Value, 1996-
2021  

(inflation-adjusted) 

Washington 546 654 -29% 
West Virginia 253 542 27% 
Wisconsin 517 653 -25% 
Wyoming 360 726 20% 
 
1 California has different benefit levels based on geographic location (Region 1 or Region 2) and whether adults are exempted 
from work requirements. The benefit levels reported here are for a family in Region 1, which includes the most populous 
counties, whose adults are non-exempt. 
2 Connecticut has different benefit levels based on geographic location (Regions A, B, and C). The benefit listed here is for 
Region A, which covers the state’s highest-cost area. 
3  In Kansas, the maximum benefit level for a family of three ranges from $349 to $429 and varies by geographic location and living 
arrangement. The benefit levels reported here are the ones that apply to the majority of the state. 
4 New York has different benefit levels based on geographic location. The benefits listed here are for New York City. 
5 Pennsylvania has different benefit levels based on geographic location (Groups 1-5). The benefit levels listed here are for Group 2, 
which includes Philadelphia County, the county with the most TANF recipients. 
6 Rhode Island began providing families with the increased benefit in September 2021, with retroactive payments for July and August. 
7 Vermont has different benefit levels based on geographic location. The benefit levels listed here are for families living outside 
Chittenden County. 
8 Virginia has different benefit levels based on geographic location (Groups II and III). The benefit levels listed here are for Group III, 
which includes the most populous counties. 
 
Source: Safawi and Reyes, op. cit. 
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