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Assistance for Needy Families 
By Liz Schott, Ife Floyd, and LaDonna Pavetti  

 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), the nation’s primary program for providing 

cash assistance to families with children when parents can’t work or have very low income, has a 
vital role to play in helping families meet their basic needs, avoid economic instability and its 
negative impacts, and obtain other resources that can help provide a foundation for improving their 
circumstances. But TANF falls far short of what it should be. It reaches few families in need and 
provides inadequate cash aid and other assistance to help families resolve crises and improve their 
well-being. TANF’s shortcomings flow directly from the fact that its history is steeped in racist 
assumptions about work ethic and deservingness that particularly strip Black women of their dignity. 
This racist legacy is a major reason why TANF cash assistance, though a critical support for some, 
doesn’t meet the needs of most families regardless of their race or ethnicity, and serves Black 
families particularly poorly.   

 
This paper — part of a series on TANF and race examining how racist and sexist attitudes 

towards Black women have helped shape the history and design of cash assistance programs since 
the early 20th century1 — 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.” 2  

 
  

 
1 For a detailed discussion of TANF’s historical legacy, see Ife Floyd et al., “TANF Policies Reflect Racist Legacy of 
Cash Assistance,” CBPP, August 4, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-policies-reflect-
racist-legacy-of-cash-assistance. 
2 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.  
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Reimagining TANF Requires Both Federal and State Action 
 Cash assistance for when families experience a crisis or a change in circumstances is a critical 

component of our economic support system. TANF must be fundamentally reimagined as a cash 
program that provides families with stability through life’s challenges, protects their children from 
hardship, and affirms and supports their autonomy over their families and careers. TANF should 
promote connections to supportive services and work and training opportunities for parents on a 
voluntary basis; eligibility for cash should be based on financial need and should not be contingent 
on work or behavioral requirements.   

 
Any significant effort to improve TANF requires acknowledging and changing the racially driven 

attitudes and beliefs upon which TANF is built, which have contributed to TANF’s ineffectiveness 
as a safety net for all parents and children struggling to make ends meet. Recognizing the ways in 
which racist views of Black women have influenced the basic design of the current TANF program 
is the first step to redesigning TANF with antiracist policies that, in turn, would establish a cash 
assistance program that works better for all families with the lowest income. All children, but 
especially Black and brown children, need a strong set of antiracist economic support policies for 
their long-term well-being. 

 
The central goal of an antiracist agenda for TANF should be to provide adequate stability to 

families that have low or no income or experience a crisis, and to do so in a manner that affirms 
rather than undermines their dignity. This means TANF must do a much better job of reaching 
children living in poverty with cash assistance and providing adequate benefits to those it serves. If 
TANF had the same reach that its predecessor, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
had in its final year (1996), some 2 million more families nationwide would have received cash 
assistance in 2019.3 In 2019, for every 100 families in poverty, only 23 received cash assistance from 
TANF — down from 68 families in 1996. Of special note, Black children are likelier to live in the 14 
states that perform especially poorly, reaching 10 or fewer of 100 families in poverty. (See Figure 1.) 
Most of these states had weak AFDC programs that provided low benefits and reached a small 
number of children in need and their cash assistance programs under TANF have worsened 
significantly.  

 
There are multiple reasons for TANF’s declining reach. The leeway that TANF gives states to 

impose eligibility restrictions, to make it hard to apply and enroll in TANF, and to take benefits 
away from people who don’t meet various requirements plays a significant role. The structure of the 
TANF block grant, the design of the federal work rates, and states’ ability to use TANF funds for 
other state budget purposes created incentives for states to impose even more punitive policies than 
those in the federal statute. Examples include the imposition of work requirements on families 
before their applications for assistance are approved, “family caps” that deny assistance to children 
born after a family’s initial benefit receipt, and time limits as short as 12 months. States have used 
policies like these to reduce their TANF caseloads, generating savings they can then divert to other 
uses, including supplanting funds they would have spent in various areas. 

 

 
3 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://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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Every state can and should take steps now to bring antiracist reforms to its TANF program.  
States can use their flexibility under TANF to offer more assistance to more families with little 
income. They can end policies that exclude families from aid and can direct more of their TANF 
funding to cash assistance by raising benefit levels and improving program access. They can inform 
recipients about resources available in their communities and help them gain access to human 
services, work, education, and training programs that can improve their well-being over the long 
term. Some states are taking steps in this direction — increasing benefit levels, ending sanction 
policies that take all TANF benefits away from a family when a parent doesn’t meet a work 
requirement, and creating coaching programs that help recipients set personal goals and provide 
support as they work to achieve them.  

 
FIGURE 1 

 
 
However, federal action is also essential to ensure that TANF meets the needs of families in all 

states and to advance racial equity nationally. Black children disproportionately live in the states 
whose programs have the lowest benefits and reach the fewest families in need.4 And Black women 

 
4 Ibid.; Ali Safawi and Ife Floyd, “TANF Benefits Still Too Low to Help Families, Especially Black Families, Avoid 
Increased Hardship,” CBPP, updated October 8, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-
benefits-still-too-low-to-help-families-especially-black.   

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-benefits-still-too-low-to-help-families-especially-black
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-benefits-still-too-low-to-help-families-especially-black
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are far more likely than white women to lose TANF due to sanctions after caseworkers decide they 
didn’t meet a program rule.5 By leaving nearly every policy decision to the states, TANF perpetuates 
a pattern of leaving Black families behind and disproportionately excluding and depriving Black 
mothers of the help they need to provide stability for their families when they hit hard times. And 
the states that leave Black families furthest behind are the least likely to change their policies in the 
absence of federal requirements and prohibitions.  

 
The recommendations outlined in the rest of this report, which primarily focus on federal law or 

administrative changes, include: 
 
• Establishing a federal minimum benefit so that no family falls below a certain income level.  

• Ending mandatory work requirements. 

• Barring behavioral requirements, time limits, and other eligibility exclusions. 

• Refocusing TANF agencies on helping families address immediate crises and improving 
long-term well-being.   

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

 
Set a Federal Minimum Benefit for Cash Assistance 

Federal law should require states to meet minimum levels for TANF benefit amounts. Currently, 
benefits are at or below 60 percent of the poverty line in every state and below 20 percent of the 
poverty line in one-third of states, including nearly all Southern states.6 Benefits are simply too small 
to meet families’ basic needs or maintain their financial stability, which is crucial both for children’s 
daily life and for their futures. Studies show that income matters for children’s long-term well-being; 
financial stability gives them a better chance of growing up healthy and with an opportunity to 
thrive.7 TANF does far less than it could to help families — especially Black families, who are more 
likely to live in states that serve relatively few poor families and have lower benefits — to weather 
crises and to stave off hardship, which can have long-term negative consequences for children.8  

 
States have total flexibility to set benefit levels under TANF. They had this flexibility under 

AFDC, as federal policymakers, often led by congressional members from Southern states, 
repeatedly rebuffed efforts to require states to meet an AFDC benefit floor. In AFDC’s final two 
decades, states with higher Black populations had smaller average benefits than states with lower 

 
5 LaDonna Pavetti, PhD., “TANF Studies Show Work Requirement Proposals for Other Programs Would Harm 
Millions, Do Little to Increase Work,” CBPP, November 13, 2018, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-
support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs.  
6 Safawi and Floyd, op. cit. 
7 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, National Academies 
Press, 2019, https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty. 
8 For more on the long-term effects of adversity and hardship in early childhood see National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child, “Connecting the Brain to the Rest of the Body: Early Childhood Development and Lifelong Health 
Are Deeply Intertwined,” Working Paper No. 15, 2020, https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/connecting-the-
brain-to-the-rest-of-the-body-early-childhood-development-and-lifelong-health-are-deeply-intertwined/. 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/connecting-the-brain-to-the-rest-of-the-body-early-childhood-development-and-lifelong-health-are-deeply-intertwined/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/connecting-the-brain-to-the-rest-of-the-body-early-childhood-development-and-lifelong-health-are-deeply-intertwined/
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Black populations, researchers found.9 Today as well, Southern states with higher Black populations 
and deep-seated legacies of slavery and Jim Crow remain among those with the lowest TANF 
benefits. 10 Over half (55 percent) of the nation’s Black children live in a state with TANF benefits at 
or below 20 percent of the poverty line, compared to 40 percent of white children.11  

 
Moreover, states have failed to use their flexibility under TANF to reinvest most of the savings 

from declines in the number of people receiving cash assistance into improving (or even 
maintaining) the value of benefits for families that do receive benefits. Instead, states have diverted 
those savings to other budget areas, often to fund services they would otherwise have funded with 
state general funds. Despite recent benefit increases in a number of states, the value of cash benefits 
— low even when TANF began — has declined further under TANF in nearly all states. In 33 
states, benefit levels have fallen by at least 20 percent in inflation-adjusted value since 1996. States 
spent only 21 percent of their TANF funds on basic assistance in 2019, compared to 71 percent in 
1997.12  

 
States’ longstanding and unfettered flexibility to set benefit levels has perpetuated policies that, 

while rooted in historical racism, do not just affect Black families; inadequate and shrinking benefits 
affect all families facing a crisis or struggling to pay for the basics. A federally mandated minimum 
benefit is needed. 

 
End and Bar Mandatory Work Requirements   

Conditioning benefits on participation in mandatory work programs is one of TANF’s most 
racially driven policies, arising from a long history of state control over Black labor starting with 
enslavement and other coerced labor practices that continued long beyond emancipation.  

 
Studies have found that while mandatory work requirements initially led to modest increases in 

employment, those faded over time. Work requirements also led to increases in deep poverty (family 
income below half of the poverty line) among recipient families, many of which had their benefits 
reduced or taken away. 13 One study that examined 11 pilot programs — local forerunners of 

 
9 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 
Benefits at the Twilight of AFDC: Accessing the Influence of Institutions, Race, and Citizen Preferences,” Sociological 
Quarterly, Vol. 52, 2011, pp. 376-399. 
10 Joe Soss et al., “Setting the Terms of Relief: Explaining State Policy Choices in the Devolution Revolution,” American 
Journal of Political Science, Vol. 45, No. 2, Apr. 2001, 
http://urban.hunter.cuny.edu/~schram/ssvosettingthetermsofrelief.pdf. This report discusses historical AFDC benefit 
levels in states where Black people made up a higher percentage of the caseload. See also Heather Hahn et al., “Why 
Does Cash Welfare Depend on Where You Live?” Urban Institute, June 5, 2017, 
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/why-does-cash-welfare-depend-where-you-live.  
11 Safawi and Floyd, op. cit. 
12 CBPP, “Chart Book: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) at 25,” updated August 4, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-0.   
13 Ibid.  

http://www.jstor.com/stable/1828169
http://www.jstor.com/stable/42859699
https://www.jstor.org/stable/449226
http://urban.hunter.cuny.edu/%7Eschram/ssvosettingthetermsofrelief.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/why-does-cash-welfare-depend-where-you-live
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-0
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TANF’s work requirements — found that while most of them slightly improved short-term 
employment, deep poverty rates rose by a statistically significant amount in six of the 11 and didn’t 
fall significantly in any. Other research found that deep poverty rose among children in the decade 
after TANF’s creation, especially among Black and Latinx children.14    

 
Moreover, the employment gains generally don’t translate into long-term improvement in 

employment and earnings for families. All states impose work requirements in TANF and require 
parents receiving TANF to participate in narrowly defined work activities. Those activities focus on 
immediate job placement. But as studies have found, this “work first” approach pushes participants 
toward the same low-paying, unstable jobs that led them to seek help from TANF in the first 
place.15 If unable to meet the requirements, they face severe punishment in the form of sanctions 
that take away the cash benefits they rely on to pay their rent and utilities and put food on the table. 
In most states, the entire family can lose benefits, even the children. Some states go further by 
requiring applicants for assistance to complete upfront work requirements before approving their 
application.   

 
The design of TANF’s work requirements (as well as other behavioral requirements discussed 

below) grew out of the racist trope that Black women are inherently lazy and need to be threatened 
with harsh punishment to work to support their families, even though Black women actually have 
worked at higher rates than white women throughout our nation’s history.16 In addition to being 
ineffective in raising long-term employment earnings, the emphasis on immediate job placement 
perpetuates occupational segregation, pushing TANF recipients into low-paid jobs overwhelmingly 
held by Black women and other women of color.17  

 
States’ application of work requirements has also exacerbated racial inequities. Research consistently 

shows that Black women are significantly more likely to have their TANF benefits taken away for 
not meeting work requirements than white women. 18   

 
While state decisions, not federal rules, determine work requirements for individual TANF 

recipients, federal TANF law requires states to meet a work participation rate that significantly 
influences state program designs. (A state’s work participation rate measures the share of work-
eligible recipients that participate in work activities as defined in federal law for a specified number 
of hours per week and document every hour of participation.) To move TANF in an antiracist 

 
14 Danilo Trisi and Matt Saenz, “Deep Poverty Among Children Rose in TANF’s First Decade, Then Fell as Other 
Programs Strengthened,” CBPP, February 27, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/deep-
poverty-among-children-rose-in-tanfs-first-decade-then-fell-as.  
15 Ali Safawi and LaDonna Pavetti, “Most Parents Leaving TANF Work, But in Low-Paying, Unstable Jobs, Recent 
Studies Find,” CBPP, November 19, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/most-parents-
leaving-tanf-work-but-in-low-paying-unstable-jobs-recent. 
16 Nina Banks, “Black Women’s Labor Market History Reveals Deep-Seated Race and Gender Discrimination,” 
Economic Policy Institute, February 19, 2019, https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-
deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/.  
17 Safawi and Pavetti, op. cit. 
18 LaDonna Pavetti, “TANF Studies Show Work Requirement Proposals for Other Programs Would Harm Millions, Do 
Little to Increase Work,” CBPP, November 13, 2018, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-
studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs.  

https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/deep-poverty-among-children-rose-in-tanfs-first-decade-then-fell-as
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/deep-poverty-among-children-rose-in-tanfs-first-decade-then-fell-as
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/most-parents-leaving-tanf-work-but-in-low-paying-unstable-jobs-recent
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/most-parents-leaving-tanf-work-but-in-low-paying-unstable-jobs-recent
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-other-programs
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direction, federal policymakers should eliminate the work participation rate. They also should 
eliminate federal requirements that states impose sanctions and mandate participation in work 
activities. To ensure that states don’t maintain these policies even without a federal requirement, 
federal policymakers also should bar states from mandating work as a condition of eligibility for cash 
assistance and imposing sanctions for non-participation.  

 
As discussed below, state and federal policymakers should adopt strategies that focus more on 

helping families to resolve crises and improving parents’ longer-term well-being, while ending the 
practice of taking away help that families need to ensure their children have a roof over their head, 
clothes to wear, and food on the table. 

 
Bar Behavioral Requirements, Time Limits, Other Eligibility Exclusions  

 During AFDC’s final decades, proponents of radical changes in the program ignored structural 
changes in the economy and changing social norms that complicated the lives of Black mothers with 
low income.19 Instead they repeatedly promoted narratives of Black mothers as lazy, irresponsible, 
and criminal and therefore needing paternalistic policies to coerce work and other “responsible” 
behaviors by threatening the loss of assistance. Federal and state TANF requirements and 
restrictions influenced by these narratives have contributed to caseload decline but also to the 
undignified nature of TANF. They include harsh policies that take assistance away from families 
when an adult doesn’t meet a behavior requirement, time limits on benefit receipt, and other 
exclusionary policies stemming from racist ideas about Black mothers.   

  
• Behavioral requirements. State TANF programs are rife with requirements that deny or 

reduce benefits to a family based on the conduct or behavior of the parent. These include 
conditioning TANF receipt on children’s school attendance, requiring parents to undergo drug 
testing, restricting how or where cash TANF benefits can be spent, and requiring parents to 
enter into personal responsibility plans. These policies have a common and racist core: the 
assumption that a Black woman’s poverty is due to personal behavioral failings and that 
regulating her behavior is the solution.20 They reflect a legacy of policies policing the conduct 
of mothers who receive cash aid. For example, caseworkers for the mothers’ pension programs 
of the early 20th century and AFDC routinely assessed mothers’ supervision of their children 
and care of their homes to encourage or discourage certain behaviors.21 Caseworkers often 
applied stricter behavioral standards to families living in Black communities, making it easier to 
deny those families.22     

• Eligibility exclusions. Some state and federal TANF policies exclude individuals from 
benefits based on their past conduct. One example is the federal lifetime exclusion of those 
with drug-related felony convictions, which disproportionally affects Black parents because of 
policing practices that target Black communities. Another is the family caps that still exist in 11 

 
19 Floyd et al., op. cit. 
20 Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproductions and the Meaning of Liberty, Vintage Books, 1997; Winifred Bell, 
Aid to Dependent Children, Columbia University Press, 1965. 
21 Bell pp. 29-48. Premilla Nadasen, Jennifer Mittelstadt, and Marisa Chappell, Welfare in the United States: A History With 
Documents, 1935-1996. 2009, New York: Routledge. pp. 15-16. 
22 Bell p. 42 
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states, which deny benefits for a child conceived while the mother is receiving TANF and 
thereby impose a permanent penalty on the child. The family cap is an extension of previous 
reproductive controls such as “suitable home” requirements in some states’ AFDC programs, 
which denied benefits to mothers who failed to conform to certain sexual and parenting 
norms.23 State policymakers maintained these policies, which often targeted Black women, until 
federal AFDC policy restricted their ability to do so.   

• Time limits. Time limits on receipt of aid were ushered in by racially coded language that cash 
aid should not be “a way of life.”24 In the 1990s, first through AFDC waivers and then under 
the 1996 law creating TANF, the federal government allowed states to cut entire families off of 
benefits not because the family no longer qualified for or needed help, but simply because it 
had reached a time limit. While the TANF law limits federally funded benefits to 60 months, 
states can extend benefits for 20 percent of cases or use state TANF funds beyond 60 months. 
But instead, many states have set time limits shorter than 60 months — Arizona’s is just 12 
months — and permit far fewer extensions than federal law allows.  

Time limits disproportionately affect families of color. One reason is that states where Black 
and Latinx children are likelier to live are among those with the harshest time limit policies.25 
Other factors include racial bias in caseworker decision making, such as whether a given 
family’s circumstances qualify them for an extension of the time limit, and the greater barriers 
to employment that families of color face.26   

 
Federal policymakers should undo any provisions mandating that states impose these 

requirements or exclusions. They also must bar states from imposing these types of conditions; 
otherwise, these policies will remain in effect in some states.  

 
Refocus TANF Agencies on Helping Families Address Immediate Crises and 
Improving Long-Term Well-Being  

In addition to providing cash assistance to help families meet their basic needs, TANF has a role 
to play in helping families find resources to address other issues they may be facing, including 
stabilizing their housing, addressing physical and mental health issues, enrolling in a training or 
education program, or finding a job. For families seeking to improve their long-term well-being, 
TANF agencies can help them set personal goals and develop plans for achieving them, while also 

 
23 Ife Floyd, “States Should Follow New Jersey: Repeal Racist ‘Family Cap,’” CBPP, October 14, 2020, 
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/states-should-follow-new-jersey-repeal-racist-family-cap.   
24 For example, see President Clinton’s “Remarks on Signing the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996 and an Exchange With Reporters,” August 22, 1996, 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PPP-1996-book2/pdf/PPP-1996-book2-doc-pg1325.pdf. 
25 CBPP analysis of state time limit policies from the Urban Institute Welfare Rules database and Census data. See also, 
Soss et al., op. cit.  
26  Mary Farrell et al., “Welfare Time Limits: An Update on State Policies, Implementation, and Effects on Families,” 
Lewin Group and MDRC for the Department of Health and Human Services, April 2008, 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/welfare_time_limits_an_update_on_state_policies_imple
mentation_and.pdf. See also Liz Olson, “Punitive WorkFirst policies disproportionately harm families of color,” 
Washington State Budget and Policy Center, February 1, 2019, https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/punitive-
workfirst-policies-disproportionately-harm-families-of-color/, which analyzes data from the Washington State 
Department of Social and Health Services. 

https://www.cbpp.org/blog/states-should-follow-new-jersey-repeal-racist-family-cap
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PPP-1996-book2/pdf/PPP-1996-book2-doc-pg1325.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/welfare_time_limits_an_update_on_state_policies_implementation_and.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/welfare_time_limits_an_update_on_state_policies_implementation_and.pdf
https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/punitive-workfirst-policies-disproportionately-harm-families-of-color/
https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/punitive-workfirst-policies-disproportionately-harm-families-of-color/
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providing support to maximize their chances of success. But importantly, moving TANF programs 
in an antiracist direction means giving families the choice of whether to seek services in addition to 
cash assistance; eligibility for cash assistance should not be contingent on participating in other 
programs.   

 
Cash assistance programs have a long history of making judgements about what is best for 

families rather than giving them the freedom to make those choices on their own. TANF’s 
predecessors focused on “rehabilitating”27 mothers by urging certain behaviors even when their 
primary challenge was a lack of resources to meet their family’s basic needs. Caseworkers 
disproportionally denied access to Black and unmarried mothers if they didn’t meet the caseworkers’ 
standards.28 This approach to services reinforced the idea that individual failings rather than systemic 
racism led to families’ struggles.  

 
Under TANF, federal and state policy have followed a broadly similar approach, though more 

narrowly focused on requiring recipients to find employment as quickly as possible and limiting their 
participation in longer-term education and training programs that would prepare them for quality 
jobs. In most states, all TANF recipients are expected to participate in the same sequence of 
activities — usually starting with job search — even though their circumstances vary substantially. A 
family fleeing domestic violence has very different needs than a family in which the parent lost their 
job and expects to return to work as soon as they find a new one, or a family in which a parent 
wants to increase her education or skills before looking for her next job. Yet all are subject to the 
same requirements and the same time limits.  

 
Making TANF services voluntary would put the burden on TANF programs to provide assistance 

that recipients will see as benefiting their families, whatever their circumstances may be. For 
example, in a reimagined TANF program, staff could act as skilled coaches and “navigators” instead 
of focusing on compliance with paternalistic policies. Through a practice known as family-centered 
coaching, staff could help participants explore challenges and opportunities and develop solutions to 
address their personal and family goals in a time frame that works for them.29 And as navigators, 
staff could help families identify and access the full range of programs available in their local 
communities that align with their goals and needs. TANF recipients should have equal access to the 
same programs available to other families in their communities. And TANF agency resources 
previously used to monitor compliance with mandatory work and behavioral requirements could 
instead be used to help families in new and meaningful ways.   

 
Retarget TANF Funding to Strengthen Basic Assistance, Address Inequities, 
Prevent Erosion Over Time   

States spend few of their TANF dollars on meeting children’s basic needs. States spent just $6.5 
billion of their federal and state TANF funds on basic assistance for families struggling to make ends 
meet in 2019, down from $14 billion in 1997, TANF’s first full year of implementation. That 
amounts to a 71 percent decrease in state and federal TANF funding going toward basic assistance, 

 
27 Nadasen, Mittelstadt, and Chappell, op. cit., pp.32-33. 
28 Bell, op. cit. 
29 W.K. Kellogg Foundation, “Family-Centered Coaching: A Toolkit to Transform Practice and Engage Families,” April 
2020, FamilyCenteredCoaching_Toolkit_V1R5_WebReady.pdf. 

https://familycenteredcoaching.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/FamilyCenteredCoaching_Toolkit_V1R5_WebReady.pdf
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when adjusting for inflation.30 Here, too, TANF policy failures especially hurt people of color: Black 
and Latinx children disproportionately live in the states that spend the smallest shares of their 
TANF funds on helping families meet their basic needs.31 

 
During the “welfare reform” debates that led to TANF’s creation, proponents of converting 

AFDC to a block grant argued that states needed flexibility to shift the money they’d save by 
reducing cash assistance caseloads into programs supporting work. But under TANF, states spend 
little on connecting families to work activities and providing work supports; indeed, what they do 
spend is often not targeted to families with the lowest incomes. Additionally, a significant and 
growing share of state and federal TANF funds have been diverted to other areas of state budgets, 
such as pre-kindergarten and child welfare services. While these are important investments, states 
should use funding sources other than TANF, especially since so few TANF funds are spent on 
basic assistance.  

 
Accordingly, federal policymakers should require that states direct more TANF funds to cash 

assistance. Specifically, they should require states to spend at least half of their state and federal 
TANF funds on cash assistance to help families in poverty meet their basic needs. Setting a 
benchmark would further two goals, ensuring both that more families with very low incomes have 
meaningful access to cash assistance and that families receiving TANF have sufficient assistance to 
help them meet basic needs. These goals will not be met without such a mandate, particularly given 
the incentives and temptations for states to reduce caseloads and spend the funds elsewhere.   

 
At a minimum, making two other changes to TANF funding would also further the goals of 

providing meaningful access and adequate benefits.  
 
• First, policymakers should restore funding to its original value and prevent it from eroding in 

the future. The federal government gives states a fixed block grant totaling $16.5 billion each 
year; this amount has never been adjusted for inflation and now is worth about 40 percent less 
than when TANF was created. If the block grant had been adjusted for inflation, it would be 
about $27.7 billion for 2021. Policymakers should restore this roughly $11 billion to annual 
TANF funding and adjust for inflation going forward.  

• Second, policymakers should reshape TANF’s allocation formula for states by allocating 
funding more equitably and in proportion to each state’s share of the nation’s children in 
poverty. Some states receive very low funding relative to need in their state. TANF’s original 
block grant allocation structure was based on state AFDC spending amounts; the states 
where Black children disproportionately live generally had lower AFDC benefits, so the 
TANF block grant formula locked in those lower TANF funding levels per poor child. 
Some 23 percent of the nation’s Black children live in the six states with the lowest TANF 
block grant amounts per poor child, compared to 13 percent of white children.32 The block 

 
30 Ali Safawi and Liz Schott, “To Lessen Hardship, States Should Invest More TANF Dollars in Basic Assistance for 
Families,” CBPP, updated January 12, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/to-lessen-
hardship-states-should-invest-more-tanf-dollars-in-basic. 
31 Ibid.  
32 CBPP analysis of Census Bureau population data and Department of Health and Human Services 1997 block grant 
allocations to states. Ife Floyd, LaDonna Pavetti, and Liz Schott, “Lessons from TANF: Initial Unequal State Block-

 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/to-lessen-hardship-states-should-invest-more-tanf-dollars-in-basic
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/to-lessen-hardship-states-should-invest-more-tanf-dollars-in-basic
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grant distribution was inequitable at the outset and has become more inequitable over time.33 
To address this problem, states with more families in need should receive more resources. 

 
Grant Funding Formula Grew More Unequal Over Time,” CBPP, revised July 20, 2017, 
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/7-13-17tanf.pdf. 
33 Floyd, Pavetti, and Schott, op. cit. 

 

https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/7-13-17tanf.pdf
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