
 1 

 

   
1275 First Street NE, Suite 1200 
Washington, DC 20002 

Tel: 202-408-1080 
info@cbpp.org 
www.cbpp.org 

   
 

 
 

August 25, 2026 By Danilo Trisi 

Thirty Years of Evidence Show TANF Policies 
Reduced Access to Cash Assistance, Deepened 
Poverty, and Did Not Promote Stable Employment 
Accessible cash assistance is essential for families to afford the basics and create stability that makes 
long-term opportunity possible. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is the only federal 
program that funds direct cash assistance to families with children and very low incomes. However, 
TANF’s block grant structure to states, federal policies that take away cash assistance if a parent doesn’t 
meet a harsh work requirement, and broad flexibility for states to use TANF funds for a range of purposes 
other than cash assistance have left many families experiencing poverty without a way to afford their 
basic needs.  

Last year’s harmful Republican reconciliation law imported TANF’s model of conditioning assistance on 
meeting a harsh work requirement to Medicaid for the first time, and expanded existing work 
requirements to include parents and older adults in SNAP. But, far from being a model program, TANF 
needs improvement. Doubling down on work requirements will not result in better outcomes for families 
— and especially not for children whose families don’t have enough money or other resources to afford 
housing, food, and health care. 

Research has given us more than 30 years of evidence on the effects of TANF and TANF-like policies 
that reduce access to and the adequacy of cash assistance and take away assistance if a family can’t 
meet harsh work requirements. Those data show that: 

1. TANF reaches fewer families, leaving them without cash assistance and without 

secure employment. 

After the enactment of the 1996 law that created TANF, the number of families participating in TANF fell 
much faster than the employment of single mothers rose. This left millions of families with neither cash 
assistance nor secure employment. In 2025, 2.8 million single mothers did not work for pay, yet slightly 
fewer than 1 million families received TANF at some point during that same year. (See Figure 1.) This 
suggests that many non-working single mothers may not have access to the employment opportunities 
and work supports that TANF is supposed to provide.  
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In 1996, by contrast, the number of families receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC, 
the cash assistance program that TANF replaced) exceeded the number of non-working single mothers. 
TANF and AFDC both serve (or served) families that include a working parent, some two-parent families, 
and some single-father families; however, most of the families served are single-mother families where 
the mother is out of work, often temporarily. Thus, comparing the number of families receiving TANF and 
the number of single mothers who don’t have a job helps demonstrate that many very low-income 
families with children aren’t getting help. (If we instead compared just the number of families receiving 
TANF or AFDC who are single mothers without jobs to the number of jobless single mothers, the gap 
would be even larger.) 

FIGURE 1 

 
 

2. TANF work requirements do not promote economic security or stable employment. 

Using longitudinal Census data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation over the 1996 to 
2007 period, the early period of TANF implementation, researchers find that TANF’s stringent time limits 
and rules that take away benefits for not meeting a work requirement failed to substantially improve 
recipients’ income and financial well-being, even when they find increases in employment.1  

This mirrors evidence from an array of rigorous evaluations of TANF-like work requirements that pre-
dated TANF.2 These evaluations show that employment gains among recipients subject to work 
requirements were limited and faded over time. Stable employment among recipients subject to work 
requirements proved the exception, not the norm.  
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These findings are also consistent with more recent evidence from SNAP provisions that take food 
assistance away from people who can’t meet a work requirement — requirements that until recently 
applied only to people without children — and evidence from state experiments with similar requirements 
in Medicaid.3 

3. Rigorous research experiments show that cash assistance work requirements 

caused a rise in deep poverty. 

In the 1990s, large randomized controlled trials, the gold standard of research, offered scientific evidence 
that AFDC/TANF work requirements caused a rise in deep poverty for recipient families.4 (Deep poverty 
was defined as earnings plus government assistance below one-half of the federal poverty line, or about 
$16,000 for a two-adult two-child family in 2024 dollars.)  

The study examined 11 pilot programs — local forerunners of TANF’s work requirements — in which one 
group of families had to meet a work requirement to be eligible for cash assistance while another group 
of families did not have to meet a work requirement. The study found that deep poverty rates rose by a 
statistically significant amount in six of the 11 pilot programs. (See Figure 2.) 

FIGURE 2 
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The findings also showed that work requirements can raise deep poverty even while, in some cases, 
increasing employment and reducing the share of participants below the poverty line. In eight of the 11 
pilots, work requirements increased employment in the first two years. Averaging across all sites, the 11 
programs reduced poverty by an average of 2.1 percentage points but raised deep poverty by 2.9 
percentage points.  

This pattern suggests that the programs raised the stakes for families with very low incomes, pushing 
some to find more work and perhaps move above the poverty line, while letting other families — or the 
same families in months in which they were less fortunate — fall into deeper financial hardship when they 
did not find work or their earnings were especially low.  

Consistent with that interpretation, the programs tended to increase the share of parents with jobs in any 
given three-month period but also the share with neither earnings nor assistance. This pattern of deep 
poverty increasing even while overall poverty falls can also be observed in Census survey data corrected 
for underreporting of key benefits.5  

The data from the 11 pilot programs also showed that some of the employment gains were temporary.6 
Over time, work steadily increased among recipients not subject to work requirements, substantially 
closing the employment gap between the two groups. By the fifth year (the last year any of the studies 
examined), the impacts of the early years had eroded in each of the programs for which longer-term data 
are available. In five of the eight programs that initially produced a significant increase in employment 
rates, by the fifth year the program recipients not subject to the work requirements were just as likely — 
or more likely — to work than the program recipients subject to work requirements. 

4. Deep poverty rose in TANF’s first decade among children most affected by TANF’s 

policy changes. 

Between 1995 and 2005, TANF’s first decade, deep poverty rose from 5.4 percent to 7.4 percent among 
children in single-mother families, whom the replacement of AFDC with TANF most affected.7 (These 
calculations use corrections for underreporting of key government benefits in survey data.) The period 
between 1995 to 2005 is most suitable for examining the 1996 law’s effects on deep poverty: it extends 
from the year before the law’s enactment until ten years later, when its major changes had mostly played 
out, and before significant changes in other basic needs programs began blunting the 1996 law’s negative 
impact on deep poverty. While other policies have helped reduce the harm to very low-income families, 
millions of children live in families experiencing severe hardship. In 2023 some 5 million children lived in 
families with cash income below half the poverty line and an estimated 1.5 million children lived in families 
whose total income, including near-cash and tax-based benefits like SNAP and the Earned Income Tax 
Credit, was below half the poverty line. A stronger TANF program could reduce this level of hardship. 

 

  

https://www.cbpp.org/media/74379
https://www.cbpp.org/media/74379
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5. More Black and Latino children experienced deep poverty in TANF’s first decade. 

Black and Latino children experienced a higher increase in deep poverty than white children between 
1995 and 2005.8 Black families were at particular risk of deep poverty when federal lawmakers weakened 
cash assistance, in part because historical and ongoing discrimination, public and private, has limited 
opportunity for Black families, including in housing, education, and employment.9 Deep poverty rates for 
Black and Latino children continued to be at least twice as high as for white children in 2023, the latest 
year that we have corrections for the underreporting of key benefits.  

Studies have also shown that, all else being equal, states with a higher percentage of Black 
residents have more punitive and less generous TANF policies, and those states tend to spend less on 
basic cash assistance.10 Black and other TANF participants of color are also significantly more likely to be 
sanctioned than white TANF participants.11  

The 1996 law also imposed immigration-related restrictions on cash and other federal basic needs 
programs for people who recently arrived in the U.S. or who lack a documented status.12 This contributed 
to the increase in the number of Latino children experiencing deep poverty.  

Over the last two decades, deep poverty rates have declined for Black and Latino children due to the 
strengthening of other economic security programs and an improving economy. But racial and ethnic 
differences in the percentage of children experiencing deep poverty remain high, and the harmful 2025 
Republican reconciliation law will increase inequities by cutting funding for basic needs programs and by 
taking away access to public benefit programs for certain people granted humanitarian-related 
immigration status. 
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