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Income Support Helps Families Meet Children's
Needs and Reduces Child Welfare Involvement,
Research From Multiple Programs Suggest
Evidence of Protective Effects of Income Is Strongest for Cases

Related to Neglect, Which May Be Driven Largely by Reductions
in Material Hardship
When parents have enough money to pay their bills, buy nutritious food, and spend quality time with their

children, they are better able to respond to their children’s needs and create a nurturing home,

something every child deserves.

Supporting families and improving economic security has many benefits, including reducing near-term

hardship among families with children.? Evidence from a wide range of income support programs also

shows another important benefit — reducing involvement in the
child welfare system. “Without sufficient resources
to meet their basic needs,

As policymakers seek to keep children safe and supported at i ) .
families with low incomes are

home and out of the child welfare system, they can help by better

aligning families’ resources with what children need to thrive. at increased risk of
Recent research suggests that each $1,000 in unrestricted cash a involvement in the child
family receives early in a child's life reduces the likelihood of that ~ Welfare system.”

child experiencing a substantiated referral for maltreatment, with

estimated reductions between 3 and 15 percent.®

Millions of families in the United States struggle to afford their children’s basic material needs. Nearly
three-quarters (71 percent) of low-income families with children reported experiencing at least one form

of material hardship in 2023, such as not having enough food or having trouble paying their utility bill.#



Limited money and time can force families — especially those navigating low wages, unpredictable work
schedules, and lack of affordable or quality child care — into painful tradeoffs. A parent may want to
spend time reading with their children and looking over their homework but instead must work multiple
jobs to pay the rent, so that their children have a safe place to live. One of those jobs might call a parent
in for an overnight shift, but without family nearby or money to pay for a sitter, they must decide between

risking a job or earnings and leaving their child home alone.

Without sufficient resources to meet their basic needs, families with low incomes are at increased risk of
involvement in the child welfare system. Black, Indigenous, and Latine families in particular experience
high rates of poverty because past and present discriminatory policies have excluded many people of
color from better schooling, career paths, neighborhoods, and opportunities that would provide more
economic security.® For many Latine and immigrant families, language barriers, immigration-related
eligibility restrictions to basic needs programs, and fear of family separation are additional barriers to
economic stability. For families of all races, material hardship predicts contact with the child welfare

system overall, even after controlling for other risk factors.®

How a Family Becomes Involved in the Child Welfare System

A family becomes involved in the child welfare system when a mandated reporter or community member
reports suspected child abuse or neglect to a state child protective services (CPS) agency. The report is

either:
e screened in: it meets a state’s criteria for further investigation.

o screened out: it does not meet the criteria.

Reports that are screened in are then assessed for safety concerns, which can lead to CPS investigating

further and/or conducting a family assessment. CPS then determines whether a report is:

o substantiated: there is evidence of abuse or neglect.
e unsubstantiated: there is insufficient evidence and the case is closed.

For substantiated cases, if the child has been harmed, and there is risk of future maltreatment or ongoing
safety concerns, the child may be separated from their family, and services are provided to the family typically
with the goal of reunification. The child ultimately may be reunified with their parents, placed in the care of
relatives, enter the adoption system, or remain in the care of the agency until adulthood.

Source: Children’s Bureau and Child Welfare Information Gateway, “How the Child Welfare System Works,” May 2025,
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/how-child-welfare-system-

works.pdf.

The child welfare system processes over 2 million reports of child maltreatment yearly.” Maltreatment
includes both neglect and abuse and is defined differently in each state, but most substantiated child
maltreatment cases — 63 percent in 2024 — stem from allegations of neglect only (allegations did not

include abuse).? States have grappled with distinguishing definitions of neglect from poverty, and


https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/how-child-welfare-system-works.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/how-child-welfare-system-works.pdf

experts agree that insufficient income and lack of resources alone should not be a cause for reporting
child welfare cases.® Yet, when parents cannot afford enough food to last the week, secure appropriate
child care while they work, or to move out of inadequate living conditions, a child may be reported for

neglect.

Even when referrals to Child Protective Services (CPS) for maltreatment are screened out or
unsubstantiated — and the majority of referrals are — children may experience varying levels of stress,

fear, or confusion when their family has contact with the child welfare system.™

Additionally, there is evidence of families of color experiencing increased surveillance, differential
treatment, and harsher penalties in maltreatment reporting and investigations, which in part may explain
why they are disproportionately represented in the child welfare system." Encounters with the child
welfare system may also be especially stressful in Black and Indigenous communities because of the
lasting impact of the nation’s history of forced removals of Black and Indigenous children from their

families.”?

Risk for child abuse and neglect is complex, and income support
will not eliminate all cases of maltreatment. However, for families

with low incomes, evidence suggests income assistance is an For families with low incomes
effective tool for reducing child welfare involvement and evidence suggests income

supporting family stability. The strongest current evidence is for assistance is an effective tool for
reducing child welfare involvement

neglect-related outcomes, which comprise the majority of
and supporting family stability.

substantiated maltreatment reports; this may be chiefly explained
by the close relationship between neglect and material hardship. Considering that income supports are
associated with multiple beneficial effects for families and children, policymakers interested in improving
outcomes for children, including through reduced child welfare involvement, should strongly consider

ways to strengthen these programs.

Across Varied Programs, Evidence Links Concrete Supports to
Reduced Child Welfare Involvement

The weight of evidence across multiple programs links income support to reductions in child

maltreatment outcomes and exposure to the child welfare system.®?

We reviewed 19 studies designed to answer whether income support programs affect child maltreatment
outcomes (see Appendix). We consider evidence from tax credit expansions, changes to cash and food
assistance policies, and other policy-induced increases in household income. We also review emerging
evidence from recent unconditional cash transfer pilot programs. Together, these studies suggest that
increasing household income supports child safety and family stability, though more research is needed

to understand the mechanisms underlying this relationship. (See Figure 1.)

Key findings include:



One 2013 study found that allowing Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) families to
receive the full amount of child support payments collected from noncustodial parents reduced
by 10 percent the likelihood that they would have a “screened-in” report of child maltreatment
relative to families for whom the state retained a portion of their child support.™

Several recent studies find evidence that state adoption of flexibilities in the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), including modestly higher income limits and less restrictive
asset tests under the broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE) policy, predicts increases in
SNAP caseloads and subsequent reductions in total reports to CPS, neglect-related reports to
CPS, number of children with any substantiated maltreatment report, children with substantiated

neglect reports, and foster care entries.®

One 2022 study estimated that every 1 percent increase in SNAP caseloads due to less restrictive
SNAP policies is associated with between 2 and 3 percent fewer children in foster care with

substantiated reports of maltreatment.”

A 2025 study using California administrative data estimated that for each additional $1,000
families are eligible for as a tax refund early in a child’s life (after accounting for federal and state
tax provisions), the likelihood that a child born into a household with low income has a

substantiated referral by age 3 is lower by 3 percent.®

In a study of statewide payments funded by Alaska's oil revenue, for each $1,000 of unconditional
cash distributed to families early in a child’s life, the child was 10 percent (2 percentage points)
less likely to be referred to CPS by age 3 and 15 percent less likely to have a substantiated
referral.”®

What Does $1,000 More in Unrestricted Income
Mean for Child Welfare Involvement Outcomes?

1-10% less likely that a child is referred to Child Protective
Services (CPS) by age 3 &P

3-15% less likely that a child has a substantiated referral for
maltreatment by age 3 *°

8-10% less self-reported CPS involvement ¢
5% lower state-level maltreatment report rates ¢

3% reduction in number of CPS referrals and 7% fewer days in foster
care in first three years of life

a Rittenhouse, 2025; ® Bullinger, Packham, and Raissan, 2023; < Berger, 2017; ¢ Kovski, 2022.

For details, see CBPP, “Income Support Helps Families Meet Children's Needs and Reduces
Child Welfare Involvement, Research from Multiple Programs Suggest”




The consistent findings from multiple types of programs strengthen the case for income's role in child
maltreatment outcomes. If the only evidence were from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which has
been found to boost both income and maternal employment, one might wonder whether employment
was what mattered most. If the only evidence was from increased child support payments induced by
policy changes that also incentivize paternity establishment, one might wonder if improved parental
relations are more influential on child maltreatment than income. The evidence for income's effect on
child maltreatment is strengthened because the effect is observed across multiple programs with

differing structures, such as SNAP, which has not been found to increase near-term employment.?°

We describe the studies and their findings in greater detail below.

Federal Cash Assistance

In 1996, Congress passed legislation replacing the existing federal cash assistance program with TANF
and introduced new restrictions, including lifetime limits and sanctions for noncompliance. A substantial
body of evidence links losses of flexibility and generosity in federal cash assistance with increased risk of
referrals for neglect, CPS investigations, substantiated child maltreatment cases, and foster care

placements.?

By default, states retain child support payments from noncustodial parents to families participating in
TANF and split collected support with the federal government to reimburse cash assistance provided to
the family. Over half of states have adopted policies that allocate all or a portion of the child support
payment to “pass-through” to the custodial parent and children.?? In a randomized experiment in which
TANF participants were assigned to either a partial or full pass-through of child support dollars, families
assigned to receive the full pass-through were about 10 percent less likely than families in the partial
pass-through group to be screened-in for child maltreatment over a two-year period, suggesting that the

increased income may have protected against maltreatment.?

States have wide discretion over TANF implementation; states
may adopt or reject TANF policies that depress caseloads, such as

imposing work requirements on mothers of infants and harsher Research findings suggest that
sanctions for failing to meet burdensome work requirements. A more restrictive TANF policies
2022 study used state TANF policy choices to predict caseload increase material hardship, which is a

changes and found that every 1 percent increase in TANF ,”Sk factor for child welfare
] ] ] involvement.

caseloads from eased requirements was associated with 1.3

percent fewer children in foster care with substantiated reports of maltreatment for neglect and 1.2

percent fewer children in foster care with any substantiated report of maltreatment.?*

A 2023 study estimated effects of TANF requirements on factors including material hardship, maternal

anxiety and depression, and a measure of negative feelings about parenting their child, which may help



explain the link between TANF and child welfare involvement.?®> The most consistently significant results
in this study suggest that more restrictive TANF policies increase material hardship, a risk factor for child
welfare involvement.?® The authors’ findings on associations between TANF requirements and maternal
mental health and affect were largely not significant with two exceptions: (1) making TANF benefits
conditional on naming the child’s father was associated with increased maternal depression and (2)
experiencing lost or reduced benefits after not fulfilling TANF requirements was associated with more
negative feelings about parenting. More research is needed to understand potential connections

between income supports, behavioral and mental health, and child maltreatment.

Federal Food Assistance

SNAP is another important source of household resources for families with low incomes. States have
several options to increase flexibility of SNAP requirements so more people can be eligible, including

raising income limits and raising asset tests under the BBCE policy.?’

Recent research finds that state adoption of these flexibilities in SNAP is associated with reductions in
total reports to CPS, neglect-related reports to CPS, number of children with any substantiated
maltreatment report, children with substantiated neglect reports, and foster care entries.?® (See Figure
2)

Improving Access to SNAP Reduces
Child Welfare Involvement

A5 percent increase in SNAP caseloads is associated with:

9.2% 10.3%

decrease in substantiated decrease in substantiated
maltreatment reports neglect reports

12.9% 13.2%
decrease in total fewer neglect-related
foster care placements foster care placements

Source: Johnson-Motoyama et al., “Association Between State Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program Policies, Child Protective Services Involvement, and Foster Care in the
US, 2004-2016,” JAMA Network Open, 2022




One such study examined how stacking more flexible or generous SNAP policies affect states' SNAP
caseloads, and how caseload changes relate to child maltreatment outcomes. Their findings suggest that
every 5 percent increase in SNAP caseload is associated with between 11 and 13 percent fewer children in

foster care with substantiated reports of maltreatment.?®

Refundable Tax Credits

The federal EITC and Child Tax Credit are two refundable tax credits that primarily benefit working
families with children; for families whose credit exceeds their income tax liability, they can receive part or
all of their credit as a lump-sum refund at tax time. Some states have also adopted credits that largely

mirror eligibility and design of the federal credits.

For the EITC and Child Tax Credit, generosity varies by number of qualifying children born as of
December 31 of the tax year. This means that a family with a child born in December would be eligible for
a larger tax credit than an otherwise similar family whose child was born a few weeks later in January.
Using random variation in birth month and linked administrative data from California, a 2025 study finds
the likelihood that a child in a family with low income has a substantiated referral by age 3 is 3 percent
lower for each additional $1,000 in tax refund that their family is eligible. The study shows that these

effects persist through at least age 8.3°

Three studies consider effects of state adoption of a state refundable EITC on state-level rates of foster
care entry using the same data but different methods. The two more recent studies estimated that
adoption of a refundable EITC was associated with approximately 50 fewer foster care entries per
100,000 children in a state, equivalent to an 11 percent decrease in state-level foster care entries.® The
earlier of the three, published in 2018, estimated a slightly more modest reduction in foster care entries
of 7.4 percent.®? The more recent of the three studies applied modern statistical methods for estimating
income’s role and found that the reduction in foster care entries was not statistically significant until six
years after state refundable EITC implementation. The authors suggested this finding may be related to

increases in average generosity of state EITCs during the study period.?

Another paper considers variation in state EITC generosity on reports and substantiations of
maltreatment. The authors estimate that a 10-percentage point increase in the generosity of refundable
state EITC benefits was associated with 241 fewer neglect-related referrals per 100,000 children,
equivalent to a 9 percent decline. Reductions were significant among children younger than age 5 and
children ages 6 to 17 but were larger for the younger group.>* There is suggestive evidence that increases
in state EITC generosity may have also reduced total reports and substantiated cases of maltreatment,

but these reductions did not meet traditional thresholds for statistical significance.

Another study from the same group of authors looked at short-term effects of tax refunds on child

welfare involvement and found that state-level rates of maltreatment referrals fell 5 percent following



issuance of state and federal tax refunds (16.8 fewer reports per 100,000 children in the five-week
period after refund issuance) for every additional $1,000 in refunds issued per child. The authors also
found a smaller reduction in the rate of substantiated reports (1.3 fewer substantiations per 100,000
children) that was not statistically significant.®® To isolate the effects of per-child EITC and Child Tax
Credit issuances on state-level rates of child welfare involvement, this study exploited a federal policy

change in 2017 that delayed tax refund issuance timing relative to previous years.

Among families with low incomes and headed by single mothers, an analysis of longitudinal survey data
found that a $1,000 increase in income from changes in state and federal EITC generosity was associated
with a 3 to 4 percent decline in behaviors indicating neglect and an 8 to 10 percent decline in self-
reported CPS involvement. However, the study found no significant relationship with self-reported

behaviors indicating physical or emotional abuse.3®

Universal and Unconditional Cash Programs

Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend (PFD) presents an uncommon opportunity to assess effects of
unconditional cash payments delivered to a state’s entire population. The PFD distributes profits from
Alaska oil revenue each October based on the number of people in a household as of December 31in the
previous year. Whether a child is born just before or after December 31 therefore affects how much
money a household will receive early in a child’s life. A 2023 study exploits this feature of the program
and uses linked administrative data to generate causal estimates of the effects of income on CPS
referrals. The authors find that an additional $1,000 distributed to families early in a child’s life reduces
the likelihood that a child is referred to CPS by age 3 by an average of 2 percentage points, representing
a 10 percent reduction.®” Similarly, they find that an additional $1,000 is associated with a 15 percent
reduction in the likelihood that a child has a substantiated case of maltreatment, which is driven by

reductions in substantiated cases of neglect.

A similarly universal and unconditional program is Rx Kids, which started in Flint, Michigan. Rx Kids
provides every expectant family®® living in Flint with $1,500 during pregnancy and $500 per month for the
first year after birth, totaling up to $7,500 per pregnancy/infant.®® Findings from a 2026 study that used
administrative data from Michigan CPS suggest that the implementation of Rx Kids was followed by a
significant 7.0 percentage point reduction in investigated child maltreatment allegations in the first six
months of life among children born in Flint as compared to those born in similar Michigan cities, which
corresponds to a 32 percent decline.*® With bipartisan support from the legislature, Rx Kids has

expanded to many more Michigan localities and more findings are forthcoming.*

Guaranteed Income Experiments

In the last decade, over 100 local guaranteed income pilot programs have provided participants with

monthly unconditional cash payments.*? Several of these programs were large, rigorously evaluated



randomized controlled trials (RCTs) that may offer insights into the effects of cash on family processes

and child maltreatment.

The two largest of these experiments to date are Baby's First Years (BFY) and the OpenResearch
Unconditional income Study (ORUS). Though neither has published findings on child maltreatment, both
experiments found that parents assigned to receive a larger monthly cash payment rated higher on

measures of parenting quality relative to parents who received less.*

In ORUS, participants were randomly assigned to receive monthly payments of either $1,000 or $50.
Parenting quality was measured using the Alabama Parenting Questionnaire, a series of survey questions
measuring parenting behavior across five domains: use of corporal punishment, inconsistent discipline,
parental involvement, poor monitoring/supervision, and positive parenting (see box, “What Is Positive
Parenting”). Tentative findings from the ORUS study suggest that the improvement in parenting quality
may be driven by declines in corporal punishment and improved supervision. Estimated effects of the
larger monthly payment on parenting quality were largest among single parents and parents with
household income below the federal poverty threshold at baseline. Use and quality of non-parental child
care arrangements may have also improved among parents with income below the poverty threshold who

were assigned to the larger payment.

What Is Positive Parenting?

A common term in the child development field, positive parenting generally refers to parental behaviors that

demonstrate “parental warmth" and “positive regard” and are measured through responses to questionnaires.?
The ORUS study had six statements on its questionnaire that indicate positive parenting:

(1) Your parents tell you that you are doing a good job, (2) reward or give something extra if you're behaving
well, (3) praise you for behaving well, (4) hug or kiss you when have done something well, (5) compliment you
when you have done something well, and (6) tell you that they like it when you help out around the house.?

In other words, parental behaviors that show a child praise, encouragement, and reinforce desired behavior.

2Amy J.L. Baker et al, “How Is Positive Parenting Defined and Measured? A Review of Literature,” APSAC Advisor, Vol. 37,
No. 2, 2024, https://apsaclibrary.org/publications/2024%20Number%202/10743.pdf.

b Cecilia A. Essau, Satoko Sasagawa, and Paul J. Frick, “Psychometric Properties of the Alabama Parenting Questionnaire,”
Journal of Child and Family Studies, Vol. 15, May 18, 2006, https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10826-006-9036-y.

In BFY, mothers were assigned to receive monthly payments of either $333 or $20. Mothers with the
higher payment scored significantly higher on the Parent-Child Activities Index, which measures how
often mothers report engaging in activities such as reading books or playing with their children; they were
also less likely to report using spanking as a disciplinary strategy at age 2. Both BFY and ORUS
overlapped with the COVID-19 pandemic, which could have muddied the findings, given the pandemic-

related assistance many families received (like larger SNAP, Child Tax Credit, and unemployment


https://apsaclibrary.org/publications/2024%20Number%202/10743.pdf
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insurance benefits) and pandemic-related changes in employment and schooling. More research is

needed to clarify the relationship between unconditional cash and parenting behaviors.

More evidence is expected from an ongoing RCT in lllinois; the Empower Parenting with Resources
(EmPwR) study is the largest guaranteed income RCT for families involved in the child welfare system
and began in 2025.“* EmPwR is specifically designed to understand the effect of cash on families at
highest risk for child maltreatment and will use a combination of survey and administrative data to track

outcomes.

Parents Describe Why Income Support Matters to Them

In addition to quantitative analysis, many guaranteed income pilots collect rich qualitative data, gathering
first-person accounts from participating parents on how the cash payments affected their family's

stability and material security.

e Regina, a mom to three kids ages 4, 8, and 10, described how having more money meant she had
to make fewer difficult tradeoffs: "Other people say, 'you need to put in more hours.' That might
sound logical to some people, but if you think about it, who's gonna watch your kids for you to work
more hours?"... "[With Madison Forward Fund, ] I'm not choosing between bills anymore, which one

to pay now and which one to wait on to pay later."

e lvy, who participated in the ORUS study, said the cash transfer helped her get out of a bad
situation and afford a home for herself and her kids: "/ was able to be responsible for myself and my
kids. And I didn’t need as much help from everyone. And so everyone was able to see me get on my
feet, because before | had the [cash transfer] | was in a really bad situation and bad point in my life...

I was able to put me and my kids in a home where | was able to pay for the bills.”

e Tameka, another ORUS study participant, described the ongoing impact of having more cash
during the study period: "[The cash transfer is] still impacting my life. It's still impacting the lives of
my children. My children probably have a hope for something that they probably didn't have hope
for before, because we've done something that we've never done. Something that always seemed
like maybe a dream is a reality for them because, hey, we have our own home... Them seeing how

we went through this process, I'm sure it gave them hope that life can look different."

Evidence of Income’s Effect on Maltreatment Outcomes Is
Strongest for Neglect

Observed reductions in total substantiated maltreatment cases appear to be chiefly driven by reductions
in neglect, the most commonly substantiated form of maltreatment, based on four papers that estimate
effects of additional resources on overall maltreatment, neglect, and abuse separately.*® These studies
do not consider subtypes of neglect, but these protective effects may be driven largely by reductions in

material hardship, which is definitionally similar to physical neglect, and has an established association

10



with income supports.*® Another possibility is that more resources may lower the likelihood of parents
relying on insufficient child care arrangements, either because they are able to reduce time spent
working and increase time with their child or they are better able to cover the cost of safe child care, and

therefore reduce cases of supervisory neglect.#’

Estimates of protective effects of income supports against physical abuse are generally smaller and less
precise than those on total or neglect-related outcomes.*® Some studies have found suggestive
evidence that more generous income supports may reduce child maltreatment identified during
emergency department visits, including pediatric head trauma attributed to abuse, but more research is
needed.*® A small number of studies estimated the effects of income support programs on sexual,
psychological, or emotional abuse of children, which make up a small share of substantiated reports, and

reported no significant effects.°

Future studies may serve to clarify the pathways through which increased household resources reduce

child maltreatment.”

By Expanding Access to Cash and Improving Economic Security
Programs, Policymakers Can Help Families Raise Their Children
in Safe and Healthy Environments

Evidence points to a clear opportunity to help keep children safe at home by shoring up inadequate
family income and expanding supports. Given the federal shifts and uncertainties related to access to
and funding for economic security programs, it is more important than ever that states take appropriate

action to support families and children.

The reconciliation law enacted on July 4, 2025, deeply cuts federal funding for SNAP and shifts
significant costs to states. States may respond to new fiscal pressures by making SNAP less accessible or
withdrawing from the program altogether. Among other provisions, the reconciliation law expands harsh
and ineffective work requirements for SNAP to include parents and other caregivers of children age 14
and older and introduces the same requirements for Medicaid. >? This could mean fewer resources for
families, higher risk of hunger and food insecurity, increased health costs for families, less access to

health care for parents, and, in turn, an increased risk for child welfare involvement.

From July 2025 to March 2026, SNAP participation nationally declined by more than 4 million people, which
likely includes more than 1.5 million children. See the CBPP SNAP Tracker for the latest analysis. When families
lose SNAP, they are more likely to experience food insecurity, which is associated with increased risk for child

welfare involvement.

The Trump Administration has also proposed a rule to allow state and local housing agencies and private
owners of subsidized housing developments to impose stringent work requirements and time limits on
many households receiving rental assistance. The proposed restrictions would put as many as 3.7 million

people, including 1.9 million children, at risk of losing needed assistance.>? If a final rule substantially

11
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similar to the proposed rule goes into effect, it would worsen housing insecurity, which is associated with

families becoming involved with the child welfare system.>*

There are a number of policy options available to states:

12

¢ Create or expand state Child Tax Credits that provide the full credit to all children whose

families have lower incomes. Currently, the federal Child Tax Credit and some state Child Tax
Credits provide only a partial credit, or none at all, to millions of children because their families’
incomes are too low. Expanding Child Tax Credits so that all children in low- and moderate-
income families receive the full amount helps families who are struggling the most to meet their
children’s basic needs.%®

Create or expand refundable state earned income tax credits, which help working parents

paid low wages afford their family’s basic needs.>®

Increase TANF cash assistance benefit levels and expand access to TANF benefits to
help families with children afford housing and other basic needs.>” TANF is well-situated to
support very low-income families, including those where parents are between jobs or unable to
work at least temporarily due to health, caregiving needs, or crisis situations like domestic

violence.>®

Allow all child support payments to pass directly to families receiving TANF (and former
TANF recipients), instead of being retained and divided between the state and federal

governments.>®

Reject program changes that reduce access to SNAP (or end SNAP altogether) and use
state-level SNAP options to maintain and improve flexibility, including expanding eligibility

through modestly higher income limits and eliminating asset tests using the BBCE option.®°

Create and expand guaranteed income programs and other unconditional cash transfer
programs to promote economic security while supporting autonomy and dignity. These efforts
should come with robust evaluations so we can continue to build our understanding of what works

in helping families thrive.

Reject efforts to expand work requirements through state policies and take steps to
reduce harm from the requirements already in place in TANF, SNAP, and Medicaid. Work
requirements take away support families need to afford essentials, such as food and housing;
unmet basic needs increase the risk of child welfare involvement — and can make it harder for
families that are child welfare-involved to stay together or reunify.®' States can protect families by
instituting thoughtful exemption, ensuring data systems are in place to identify people who should
be exempt, reducing red tape related to showing employment or qualifying for an exemption, and
providing state-funded help to individuals and families, rather than taking health coverage, food

assistance, or rental assistance away from them.



e Create safeguards for families so that income gained through participation in cash transfer
pilots or experiments does not result in barring families from benefits or reducing benefit
amounts.5?

¢ Revise benefit amounts regularly to reflect actual costs of living.

¢ Reduce administrative burdens that create barriers to housing, food, health, and income

assistance.®® For example, states can use data from one program to automatically extend

eligibility in other programs; utilize third-party databases, as well as state data, to verify ongoing

eligibility; use texting to make sure program participants know what they need to do to maintain
their eligibility for programs like WIC, SNAP, Medicaid, and TANF; and develop ways for families to

participate in interviews virtually and “on demand” when they have time in their day.

e Remove drug testing policies and lift restrictions on food, income, and housing

assistance for people with prior involvement in the criminal legal system.®*

¢ Investin proven affordable housing and homelessness solutions, including rental

assistance; housing instability is associated with increased risk of CPS contact.®®

e Enact and enforce laws that prohibit discrimination against people participating in basic

assistance programs, such as prohibiting landlords from discriminating against people who will

use rental assistance to help pay rent.

e Ensure that children always have access to basic nheeds programs, regardless of their own

or their parents’ immigration status, and families are not deterred from accessing benefits due to

immigration-related fears.

“Public Charge” Policy Threatens Basic Needs Assistance for
Families That Include Immigrants, Increasing Risk of Child Welfare
Involvement

In July 2026, the Trump Administration finalized a “public charge” rule that will result in families forgoing vital
programs they are eligible for, including those that make health care, food, housing and child care affordable,

putting children’s well-being at risk and, therefore, heightening the risk of child welfare involvement.

Under long-standing U.S. immigration law, certain individuals can be denied entry into or permission to adjust
to lawful permanent resident status (LPR status, also known as a green card) if an immigration officer
determines they are likely to become a “public charge.” For decades (under Republican and Democratic
administrations) public charge has been defined as whether someone is likely to become primarily dependent
on the government for subsistence, based on receipt of cash assistance for income maintenance and/or

institutionalization for long-term care at government expense.

In 2019, the first Trump Administration made sweeping changes to the public charge policy, greatly expanding
what immigration officers could consider when making a public charge assessment. The Administration’s

efforts led to widespread fear and confusion, and many eligible people went without benefits for fear of harsh
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immigration consequences, even after the courts vacated the rule and the Biden Administration restored the

previous, long-standing policy in 2022 through a new regulation. This “chilling effect” resulted in:

e SNAP participation among U.S. citizen children in households that include people who are immigrants
dropping by 22.5 percent from 2018-2019;2

® Medicaid enrollment decreasing by over a quarter million for children in families that include people who
are immigrants from 2016 to 2019;° and

e Around 1in 4 adults in mixed-status families avoiding basic needs programs in 2023 because of public

charge-related concerns.©

The second Trump Administration has finalized a rule that largely rescinds the Biden rule and will replace it
with guidance and field tools, resulting in immigration officer discretion to apply standards that are opaque
and far harsher than even the prior Trump Administration rule. The new policy will increase chill, leading eligible
people to forgo essential benefits out of fear, increasing the risk of exposure to the child welfare system for
families and children, including immigrant families with U.S. citizen children.

@ Food Research & Action Center, “New Data Reveal Stark Decreases in SNAP Participation Among U.S. Citizen Children
Living With a Non-Citizen,” May 2021, https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/SNAP-Participation-Among-U.S.-Citizen-

Children.pdf.

® Kevin H. Nguyen, Ira B. Wilson, Anya R. Wallack, Amal N. Trivedi, “Children’s Health Insurance Coverage and Parental
Immigration Status: 2015-2019," Pediatrics, Vol. 150, Issue 3, September 2022, https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2021-056012.

¢ Dulce Gonzalez et al., “Mixed-Status Families and Immigrant Families with Children Continued Avoiding Safety Net
Programs in 2023," Urban Institute, August 2024, https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/Mixed-Status-
Families-and-Immigrant-Families-with-Children-Continued-Avoiding-Safety-Net-Programs-in-2023.pdf.

Access to other more targeted services can complement state efforts to increase and expand economic
and health supports. Families may need other forms of support based on their individual needs, such as
mental health services, child care, respite care when parents are caring for children or adults with
disabilities, or other supports. Economic stability efforts can make these services more effective. For
example, a parent with a mental health condition will be better able to succeed in treatment and

contribute to family well-being if they are stably housed, have adequate food, and access to health care.

Unfortunately, federal lawmakers have recently taken actions to reduce economic security and make
health care less accessible. As a first step, Congress should reverse the harm done by the unprecedented
cuts in the 2025 reconciliation law that are projected to take away food assistance and health coverage
from millions of U.S. households. These federal cuts will increase hardship and risk of child welfare
involvement for many families and create new strain on state budgets, which in turn makes it harder for
states to invest in families.®®

But reversing harm is not ultimately enough to protect and support children — federal lawmakers should
also take affirmative steps. This includes making the full Child Tax Credit available to all children in
families with low- and moderate-incomes and investing in areas like housing, income supports, and child
care to address the affordability challenges many families face.

Conclusion
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Taken together, the weight of the current body of evidence indicates helping families afford the basics
through economic supports is associated with reduced instances of child maltreatment. Emerging
evidence from ongoing studies, including Rx Kids in Michigan and EmPwR in lllinois, may clarify and
extend this literature.

Aligning child welfare policy with current evidence can help states shift from reactive systems to
proactive investments that keep children safe, supported, and at home.
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