Washington Center
»Equitable Growth equitablegrowthorg

Evidence for a stronger econom

/; / ’
%J ’ﬂ V l‘:“ , . G /"; , il s 1;(

REPORT: FAMILIES o \

States can support children and their
economies using direct cash assistance
from the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families block grant program

-‘.

August 2025 By Megan Rivera and Chris Bangert-Drowns




Washington Center
~Equitable Growth

Evidence for a stronger economy

The Washington Center for Equitable Growth is a non-profit research and
grantmaking organization dedicated to advancing evidence-backed ideas and
policies that promote strong, stable, and broad-based economic growth.

Our fundamental questions have been whether and how economic inequality—
in all its forms—affects economic growth and stability, and what policymakers
can do about it.

We work to build a strong bridge between academics and policymakers

to ensure that research on equitable growth and inequality is relevant,
accessible, and informative to the policymaking process. And we have the
support and counsel of a steering committee that comprises leading scholars
and former government officials. Members have included Melody Barnes,
Alan Blinder, Raj Chetty, Janet Currie, Jason Furman, John Podesta,
Emmanuel Saez, and Robert Solow.

Since our founding in 2013, we have funded the work of more than 150 scholars
and built a broader network through our working papers series, events, and
convenings. By supporting research and bringing these scholars together to
exchange ideas, we have learned a great deal and advanced a broad range of
evidence-based policy approaches to addressing economic inequality and
delivering broad-based economic growth to communities and families.
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Overview

Efficient, effective, and responsive income support programs can reduce
economic inequality and support economic mobility. If targeted effectively,
these programs can help children, families, and workers meet their needs and
provide the greatest return on investment to enhance broader social welfare.
Over the past 20 years, economic inequality has been rising in the United States,
and the policy choices enacted in the second Trump administration’s budget
reconciliation bill are likely to exacerbate that divide.

As state policymakers determine how to meet the growing needs of their
constituents, they should optimize existing sources of support available to
help the lowest-income children and families meet their needs. The Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families block grant program is the primary source

of federal funds available to states, territories, the District of Columbia, and
federally recognized Native American tribes to provide temporary direct cash
assistance to families with children experiencing deep poverty.

Currently, the program provides too few dollars to too few families, limiting its
potential impact. Today, only 1in 5 households that meet the eligibility criteria for
TANF-funded direct cash assistance benefits receives it.? Further, when families
are able to access the benefits, the amounts are far too low. In Texas, for example,
a single parent with two children could qualify for a maximum benefit of $353 per
month as long as their monthly income stays below $188, in addition to other
requirements, many of which require significant time and energy to satisfy.

Although the program is imperfect, it provides valuable administrative
infrastructure to reach some of the U.S. families living on the lowest
incomes. TANF recipients are overwhelmingly children and single mothers;
until U.S. policymakers develop more effective approaches for investing in
these populations, TANF cash assistance to eligible families during crucial
development years can help set them on a path for future success.



States can support children and their economies using direct cash assistance from the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families block grant program

This mismatch between family need and TANF access translates to millions

of children who would otherwise be eligible for the program not having the
resources to meet their basic needs. The result is an increasing number of
children being raised on exceptionally low incomes—in some cases, less than
$2,000 a month, or $24,000 a year for a family of three. In 2023, federal and
state TANF programs had access to roughly $33 billion in funding, split about
evenly between the federal and state governments.® Yet state TANF programs
invested less than a quarter of total TANF spending on direct cash assistance
programs.® Instead, states spent these dollars on other state programs, including
priorities that do not support the TANF program’s goals and that are often a
poor investment of government resources that do not provide the same return
on investment that investing in children can.

This means millions of children across the United States are being raised without
their basic needs due to policy design rather than a lack of dedicated funds at
the state or federal level. Beyond the direct harm of insufficient resources on
child development, limiting eligible families’ access to TANF dollars also limits
their household consumption and, in turn, economic activity. Indeed, research
suggests a loss of one dollar in TANF direct cash assistance per year costs
society $8 per year’

To address this policy shortfall, we recommend states spend a greater portion
of their dedicated TANF program funds on direct cash assistance to the children
living on the lowest incomes. The TANF program has so far escaped the hatchet
of the Trump administration’s zealous pursuit of reductions in federal spending
on programs that support the lowest-income Americans, suggesting it may just
survive a while longer. While these dedicated funds are available, states should
take advantage of them. They can do this by increasing benefit amounts or
providing benefits to a larger portion of eligible families. This would enable the
program to support families in deep poverty better meet their basic needs.

This report begins with an overview of the history and current implementation
of the TANF program, followed by a review of the relevant economic literature
on the public benefits of investing in children and families living on low incomes.
This report also features quotes from parents with direct experience interacting
with and receiving benefits through state-level TANF programs. We close with
policy recommendations that states can implement to improve the effectiveness
of their TANF programs to support children and families’ economic security and
well-being. Above all, though, states should increase the amount of direct cash
assistance families receive by:
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B Increasing the proportion of federal and state TANF funds spent on direct
cash assistance

B Increasing the benefit amounts they provide to children and families to
elevate families out of deep poverty

B Ease the benefit phase-out rates for families in near poverty

B Reduce administrative burdens for accessing state TANF programs, especially
direct cash assistance

As this report will detail, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families alone cannot
solve child poverty in the United States. The TANF program provides critically
needed support to some of the lowest-income families with children, but more
could be done with the existing program. To optimize TANF funds to meet
residents’ immediate needs, states should reform and invest in the program as a
bridge to longer-term solutions.
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An overview of Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families block grant is the primary source
of federal funding for states to provide direct cash assistance to low-income
families with children to help meet their basic needs.® There are no federal rules
that require states to provide a cash benefit, but all states do because it is an
efficient and effective policy that is cheaper to administer than other types of
public benefits.

As of 2025, the federal government delivered $16.6 billion a year in TANF block
grant funding to state governments to administer state and local programs that
provide a range of services to families with low incomes, including direct cash
assistance or “non-assistance” services such as child care or work supports,
sometimes referred to as in-kind.® Not all in-kind spending is created equal,
however, as some states have utilized TANF funds to support in-kind services
that are only tenuously tied to the goals of the program. As of 2025, direct cash
assistance makes up less than a quarter of all states’ TANF spending. States are
expected to supplement federal TANF funds from their own coffers, referred to
as maintenance-of-effort funding, typically around $15 billion a year.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families is a small program compared to others,
such as the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program that serves 42 million
participants per month and cost roughly $113 billion in 2023." In 2024, only 2.7
million recipients, including 1.9 million children from 1 million families, received
direct cash assistance from a TANF program per month using federal and state
TANF funds.” Each state runs its own TANF block grant funded program; the
federal Office of Family Assistance, housed within the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, administers the
funds for the program and is responsible for providing limited oversight.?
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The TANF block grant was established as part of the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (see box, below). This law was

the culmination of decades of socially fraught debates over “welfare reform,”
starting with structural exclusions in many income support programs’ New Deal
era foundations, to more mainstream political discourse through President
Ronald Reagan’s perpetuation of a racist “welfare queens” trope during his 1970s
political campaigns,“ to President Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign promise to “end
welfare as we know it.”’s Much of the welfare reform rhetoric centered around
how much single mothers should be expected to work in paid employment and
“whether the Aid to Families with Dependent Children entitlement program itself
had disincentives to paid work and raising children in two-parent families.”

Analysis by the Congressional Budget Office published in 2022 found that the
introduction of work requirements on direct cash payments primarily functioned
as a way to reduce government spending through the reduction of program
participants.” Additional research that compares states that shortened lifetime
limits to states that did not do so in the wake of the Great Recession of 2007-
2009 found that strict time limits on TANF participation did not accomplish
the stated goal in 1996 of moving people off public benefit programs and into
work, instead finding that time limits on average had no impact on labor supply
and only served as a vehicle to reduce the number of families tapping into
needed TANF benefits.® Indeed, the number of families receiving direct cash
assistance dropped rapidly after the TANF program was introduced in 1997, to
the detriment of children living on low incomes.” (See Figure 1.)

FIGURE 1
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Note: Aid to Families with Dependent Children was the precursor to TANF, and was replaced by TANF through
the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act.

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, "Welfare Indicators and Risk Factors: 22nd Report to
Congress" [2023], Table 10, available at https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/
525a23¢7e50797d1169e29b27290ed3d/22nd-welfare-indicators-rtc.pdf.
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The introduction of a 60-month federal lifetime limit on receiving direct cash
assistance benefits and, more consequentially, the federal enforcement of work
reporting requirements are key drivers in the caseload reduction envisioned
when the TANF program replaced the earlier Aid to Families with Dependent
Children entitlement program.* Aid to Families with Dependent Children (in
existence from 1935 to 1996) reached a majority of families living in poverty
during its final 20 years, covering between 60 percent and 82 percent of eligible
families. By 2019, direct cash assistance funded by Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families supported roughly one-seventh the number of recipients served
by the AFDC program in 1993.”

Structuring TANF funds as a block grant gives states expansive discretion over
the use of the funds. The federal legislation that established the TANF block
grant did not define “needy,” allowing states to determine which populations
qualify. This has led to spending on programs other than direct cash assistance
that are not directly related to the program’s goals—sometimes including
spending on households making up to 400 percent of the federal poverty
threshold, or $106,600 for a family of three in 2025.%2

Nonetheless, few families with children who are eligible for TANF-funded direct
cash assistance receive it, and when they do, the benefits are not large enough to
support their material needs. In a typical year, only 20 percent of eligible families
receive TANF benefits,” and few states provide a large enough cash benefit to
increase a family’s income to 50 percent of the federal poverty threshold, or
$13,325 annually for a family of three (a single parent with two children) in 2025.24

In fact, it is so difficult to access direct cash benefits provided by state TANF
programs that around half of all households that receive TANF funds receive
them for the “child only.”* For these households, the adult or adults in the
household are not considered in the calculation for the benefit amount. Child-
only cases can arise when a child lives without a parent present (usually, the
children live with relatives or a designated guardian) or when the parent is
deemed ineligible for TANF benefits for certain nonfinancial reasons that can
vary state by state.?® In the cases where parents do receive TANF cash assistance,
they are predominantly single mothers, who tend to have a high school
education or less, with children under the age of 12.7
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The passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act of 1996

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996 replaced the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children entitlement
program,® which provided cash payments to
children being raised on very low incomes, with the
TANF block grant. The AFDC program (originally
called Aid to Dependent Children) had its origins

in the Social Security Act of 1935 and was originally
designed to serve the children of widowed and
impoverished mothers.? Unlike an entitlement
program, which must provide program benefits to
all who qualify, a block grant program is structurally
limited by set funding regardless of the number of
eligible individuals.

Assistance under the TANF program is not defined
by the law. The U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services’ Code of Federal Regulation has
determined that TANF aid refers to benefits,
including direct cash assistance, which help meet
a family’s ongoing basic needs for food, clothing,
shelter, utilities, household goods, personal care
items, and general incidental expenses.® At a
minimum, states must fund services that support
the statutory purposes of the block grant to:*'

B Provide assistance to needy families, so that
children can be cared for in their own homes
orin the homes of relatives

B End the dependence of needy parents on
government benefits by promoting job
preparation, work, and marriage

B Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-
wedlock pregnancies

B Encourage the formation and maintenance
of two-parent families

States have the flexibility under the TANF block
grant to transfer up to 30 percent of their federal
TANF grant to their states’ Child Care Development
Fund and up to 10 percent of their TANF grant to
support programs under the Social Services Block
Grant, which supports 29 social service areas,
including child welfare services, independent and
transitional living, and home-delivered meals for
older adults.® States are limited by statute from
spending more than 15 percent of their states’ total
TANF-related expenditures on administrative costs,
with few exceptions.s

Additionally, the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act introduced a
60-month, or 5-year, limit on receiving benefits
(although some states have moved to as short as a
2-year benefit limitation) and set work participation
rates for states to enforce work reporting
requirements on a portion of families receiving
benefits. Parents receiving funds from the federal
TANF block grant are generally subject to a 30 hour-
a-week work reporting requirement.3*

Failure to produce the appropriate paperwork can
keep families from accessing TANF direct cash
assistance benefits. Under federal TANF law, states’
TANF programs have to meet a work participation
rate of 50 percent for all work-eligible families and
90 percent of two-parent families. States have some
flexibility, with limited exceptions for parents of very
young children and newborn babies, though this
varies by state.
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Under Aid to Families with Dependent Children, states
administered cash payments and set their own benefit
levels, and income and resource limits were based on
federal guidelines. The federal government provided
unlimited reimbursement to states, based on state-
specific per-capita income rates. The U.S. Congress
has not increased the annual funding for the TANF
block grant since it was first introduced in 1996, even
adjusting for inflation. As a result, the program has
lost more than half of its value since 1996, limiting its
impact on both families and the U.S. economy.®

Both the federal TANF block grant and the required
state contributions are based on state spending
under the AFDC program during the early to mid-
1990s.%” The program’s funding has never been
adjusted to support increased need for direct cash
assistance, such as during a recession, or to reflect
population changes. State allocations also have not
been adjusted to reflect state population changes
or fluctuations in state child poverty rates, resulting
in some states receiving fewer dollars per child
experiencing poverty over time.?®
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The benefits of direct cash
assistance and the roadblocks
to its effective distribution

The benefits of providing cash directly to families is widely accepted.® Cash can
be deployed quickly and efficiently, making it easier to administer and receive
than in-kind benefits. Cash also can be cheaper to administer than other types
of in-kind benefits, and it allows recipients to optimize their funds to best meet
their family’s unique needs, empowering them to set their own budget priorities.

The benefits of cash in helping families meet their immediate needs have been
further illustrated by recent pilots across the country to provide guaranteed
income to families, as well as the success of even modest payments from the
short-term expansion of the Child Tax Credit in 2021 under the American Rescue
Plan.° The short-term CTC expansion made the credit fully refundable to
parents who previously had incomes too low to qualify for the traditional version
of the credit. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the roughly $250 to $300
monthly payments to newly eligible families led to an immediate and historic
reduction in children living in poverty.#' Once the expansion ended and direct
payments stopped, the number of children living in poverty doubled, from its
historic low in 2021 of 5.2 percent to just higher than 12 percent in 2022.4

Compared to guaranteed income programs or the expanded Child Tax Credit,
direct cash assistance provided through federal TANF block grant funding has

a limited impact due to the small size of the payments. This comports with
research that suggests that most safety net spending is directed to families with
earnings and incomes above federal poverty guidelines, primarily due to 1996
welfare reform and later expansions of tax credits for families with children that
have a more meaningful impact on household budgets at higher income levels.#
Indeed, research suggests that, overall, the totality of U.S. income support
programs struggles to support the very poorest families.+
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TANF-funded programs provide too few dollars
to too few families

“So, under $200 a month for two people. Like, that’s not enough
money. Like, you know, you gotta, like, scrape. You gotta find the deal
... I do extreme couponing. Let me tell you that ... helps a lot. And,
yeah. I could get diapers anywhere from, like, the pack would be, like,
$30. I can get it down from anywhere from $15 to $10. I'm telling
you, the coupons are out there ... But it’s not enough money. It’s not
enough, but, you know, I’'m not greedy. It’s just like, you know, the
decrease for me, you know, then I'm a single parent. It’s not like

I have help. It’s not like I’'m gonna ask anybody for anything, you
know? So, it’s just like, yeah. That was, that was tough.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, NEW YORK

TANF direct cash assistance benefits do not reach enough families that are
living in poverty and eligible for the program. Once they are able to participate
in the program, however, benefit amounts are very low, ranging from $204
dollars a month in Arkansas to $1,243 in New Hampshire for a single parent with
two children (in July 2023).4 States have control over how much support they
provide to families within the federal 60-month lifetime limit, although some
states have implemented shorter time limits.

The small size of the current cash benefits limits the potential impact the funds
could have on families navigating a period with extremely low or no income.
Some research on state-specific enrollment trends suggests that families enroll
in state-level TANF programs after they have exhausted other income support
programs, such as Unemployment Insurance.* In 2023, families with two children
and one adult living on $2,045 a month, or an annual income of $24,549,% were
at the federal poverty threshold, while the national average monthly benefit for
all family sizes receiving TANF funds was $650 per month in 2023. (See Figure
2.) Thirty-three states and the District of Columbia did not allow monthly family
household earnings of more than $1,000 a month for a family of three in 2021,
while nine limit it to $500.

1
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FIGURE 2
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TANF benefit amounts vary widely by state, but are overall small
Cost-of-living adjusted annual TANF benefits as a fraction of the federal poverty line, average 2021-2023
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Note: TANF benefits and federal poverty line data are for single-parent households with two children. Cost-of-living adjustments involved dividing
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Source: ACF TANF Characteristics reports; BEA Regional Price Parity, available here:
https://www.bea.gov/data/ prices-inflation/regional-price-parities-state-and-metro-area; Census federal poverty rate thresholds, available here:
https:/ /www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html; authors' calculations

There is wide variation in the size of state programs and access to direct cash
assistance. Some states provide direct cash assistance benefits to more than half
of their eligible families, as is the case in California, Oregon, and New York, while
other states, including Louisiana, Idaho, and Indiana, provide direct cash assistance
benefits to fewer than 10 percent of their eligible populations. (See Figure 3.)
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Source: Congressional Research Service, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: The Decline in Assistance
Receipt Among Eligible Individuals [2023], available at https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R47503.

State TANF programs vary in size because they often are not tied to need. The
largest program, in California, served more than 1.1 million families, including
more than 800,000 children, in an average month in 2024 and covered more
than two-thirds of eligible families in the state.#® States, including North Dakota
and Wyoming, served fewer than 1,500 families in an average month in 2024 and
covered only 7 percent to 12 percent of eligible families.*

In fiscal year 2023, White and Black families each comprised roughly 25 percent of
federally funded TANF direct cash assistance, while Hispanic families (of any race)
comprised 38 percent, and recipients who identify as American Indian and Alaska
Native, Asian American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, multi-racial, and
“unknown” accounted for the remaining cases.> These proportions are partially
driven by California’s enrollment, where almost 13 percent of the nation’s children
live and, of those, more than 50 percent are Hispanic or Latino Children.’

Access to direct cash assistance funded by the TANF block grant is disparate
by race, with research finding that states with larger populations of Black
Americans have programs that provide fewer dollars to fewer families with high
administrative barriers to qualify.5 Unsurprisingly, then, 41 percent of Black
children in the United States live in states that provide direct cash assistance
to fewer than 10 percent of eligible families, compared to 34 percent of Latino
children and 29 percent of White children.
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Across the United States, funding and availability of income support programs
for families living on low incomes is so low that families must cobble together
benefits from multiple programs to meet their basic needs. Ninety-five percent
of families receiving direct cash assistance benefits funded by Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families also receive federal medical assistance such as
Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program, and almost 85 percent of
families also receive food assistance from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program at an average benefit size of $564 dollars a month.5

Many families who receive cash assistance through the TANF program are
housing insecure due to their very low incomes and the limited reach of federal
housing and rental assistance programs. The median cost of housing for renters
in 2023 was $1,406—greater than any states’ TANF benefits—and only 10
percent of families receiving federal TANF-funded direct cash assistance are also
receiving federal housing support.s Due to limited funding by Congress, federal
housing and rental assistance only supports one 1in 4 families with children
that qualify.s Yet stable housing programs play a primary role in helping families
become more economically secure. Housing instability can be detrimental for
children’s outcomes, and research suggests that the decline in TANF direct cash
assistance since the late 1990s may be “an important driver in homelessness,”
compared to access to nutrition assistance or increased generosity of the
Earned Income Tax Credit.s

The impact of work requirements and navigating
the administrative burden of public benefits

“It was a little confusing to me because it was so, So many questions
and so much information that was needed ... Asking for so much
information can be overwhelming. And some people are cautious with
having to give up certain personal information”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, CALIFORNIA

14
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During the passage of the 1996 welfare reform law, multiple members of
Congress spoke out against the limited exemptions to single parents with
children under the age of 6 in favor of a prior version of the legislation that
provided the exemption to single parents with children under the age of 12.®
They were right to be concerned: In fiscal year 2023, more than 75 percent of
the children in families receiving cash assistance from federal TANF funds were
under the age of 125 Work reporting requirements also introduce increased
administrative complexity to the provision of public benefits.

The flexibility for single parents and the exemption for parents with newborns
do not sufficiently accommodate the demands on parents. Analysis produced

by The Hamilton Project analyzing U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data suggests
that on average, mothers in the United States with children aged 12 and under
spend 8.6 hours a day caring for their children.®® Single mothers with very young
children or multiple children likely spend an even greater portion of their day
providing care, and newborn babies require near-constant care, as do children
with disabilities that require specialized care from family members.

“I couldn’t find nobody to watch him. So, [I was told] to bring him

in for the one-day training, and the workers were, like, rotating
watching him. And at this time, I felt so bad. He was, like, four or five
months old. You know? He’s a little baby. But they said, you know,
you have to do what you have to do. I wish that they would give
people child care, like, a month in advance prior to education status,
prior to work status, prior to training status.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, NEW YORK

For the single mothers who lost benefits due to the introduction of work
requirements, they and their families were left in deep poverty, and even those
who were able to find employment did not experience a meaningful increase

in their incomes. The requirements imposed on families eligible for direct cash
assistance funded by the TANF block grant likely played a role in increasing the
number of families with children living deep poverty due to the program removing
families before they found work and deterring their program participation.®'

15
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The introduction and strict enforcement of work reporting requirements,
alongside the state-level work participation rate, shapes program demographics
and dictates access to direct cash assistance benefits funded by the federal
TANF block grant. This is despite evidence suggesting that work requirements
are more effective at discouraging participation in public benefit programs than
encouraging work. The federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour also hampers
families” ability to meet their basic needs, as working full-time at minimum wage
only generates a yearly income of $15,080—less than 50 percent of the federal
poverty threshold for a family of three.®*

The racist roots of work requirements to obtain public benefit programs have
been well-documented.® Work requirements fail to consider the labor market
discrimination that Black workers in particular have been subjected to.*

Additionally, researchers have found that most parents who participate in

state TANF programs are earning incomes before and after receiving TANF
benefits, but they face a labor market that subjects them to low-pay work with
inconsistent schedules, limiting their ability to work their way to economic
security.®® Research on families that left the TANF program in Georgia (which has
a state-set 48-month lifetime limit) found that they often end up in jobs with pay
that leaves them below the poverty line.”

Furthermore, many families have little to no savings to tap into between bouts of
employment, necessitating them to enroll in the TANF program. Almost all states
have asset limits, or limits to personal wealth, to qualify to receive TANF benefits
that are as low as $1,000 in some states.’® Some states also have a vehicle asset limit,
limiting families access to a car even though many people need one to get to work.%®

The work requirements imposed on parents receiving TANF-funded benefits

can vary drastically by state. Scholars have detailed the ways in which states

can game work requirements.”® Some states have learned that they can shift
beneficiaries that are unable to meet the federal TANF work requirements

to assistance funded solely by the state—and thus outside of the federal
requirements.” Other states have chosen to implement more stringent work
requirements on their beneficiaries. States that fail to enforce the required levels
of work on participants receiving benefits funded by federal dollars risk losing
access to their federal funds.

Research on income support programs, such as Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, and Medicaid, shows

that the introduction of work reporting requirements on these programs greatly
limits the efficacy of programs. Economists have found SNAP work requirements

16
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have no impact on labor supply but push many people off the program and
hamper its ability to reach the children and families with the greatest need for
nutrition assistance—the hungriest families—because those families struggle the
most to comply with the work reporting requirements.”

In 2015, to receive TANF benefits in Michigan, for example, applicants were
required to complete four visits to an in-person regional employment office.
Sixty percent of initial applicants did not receive benefits due to an inability

to meet application requirements. Researchers found that even personalized
reminders intended to nudge potential beneficiaries to complete their
applications after initial visits and to attend their remaining appointments did
not increase appointment attendance.”? This suggests that the large transaction
costs associated with applying for TANF benefits were a considerable obstacle to
families both in completing applications and obtaining benefits.

Work reporting requirements do not help families secure higher incomes, and in
some cases, they can result in families having to exist on even smaller monthly
incomes. Research on Kansas’ 2011 increase in punitive enforcement of work
requirements for their state TANF program found that recipients moving off the
program was not associated with any change in an adult labor force participation
or attachment.” The researchers did find, however, that work for adult recipients
was inconsistent, both before and after leaving the state’s TANF program, likely
due to barriers to finding stable work.

Four years later, the result in Kansas was thousands of families losing access to
direct cash assistance provided by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,
which, in turn, meant they had to learn to live on incomes even lower than the
small TANF benefit amount they would have received if they had not lost access
(some as low as $2,100 to $1,300 a year). Engaging in the labor market costs
money: It requires appropriate clothing, transportation costs, and child care.
When families are abruptly removed from income support programs without
adequate pathways to address those shortfalls, it is highly unlikely a parent can
afford such costs without some help.

Perversely, families with children that receive direct cash assistance are
sometimes punished for work by the steep phase-out rates of TANF benefits. In
Washington state in 2019, for example, large families eligible for TANF benefits
(typically, single parents with multiple children) faced a reduction in benefits

of up to 50 cents for every dollar earned, making the trade-off between hours
worked, earnings, and benefits for families on tight budgets even harder.”s



Washington Center for Equitable Growth | equitablegrowth.org

Aspects of the 1996 implementation of the Connecticut Jobs First program
could serve as a model for adjustments to state phase-out rates.” The program
broke from normal practice by allowing TANF recipients with earnings to

retain their entire TANF benefit as long as earnings were below 100 percent of
the federal poverty line, as set by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. Research on the program found it increased earnings and employment
in the short and long term.””

Conversations with former TANF recipients revealed how work requirements
and eligibility for the program were often unhelpful or confusing. One recipient,
a single mother in New York, talked about her difficulties scheduling job
interviews and training without having secured day care for her child, a service
her TANF office would provide only after she secured a job. She described the
anxiety she felt as the deadline to find work approached: “When it came down to
that, | was sweating bullets. | didn’t know what ’'m going to do.”
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The perils and promise of the
TANF block grant

During the passage of the 1996 welfare reform law, supporters of the bill
repeatedly emphasized that the block grant structure would provide states
flexibility in how to utilize the funds to best support their constituents.”® That
flexibility does provide states with considerable leeway in how to allocate their
TANF block grant funds—including in ways that may not be true to the original
purpose of the program.

When the TANF block grant was first introduced, a majority of funding—more
than 75 percent—went directly to children and families as checks or vouchers
to meet household needs, such as child care.” Since 1996, state spending on
assistance other than direct cash assistance has increased, reducing state
spending on TANF direct cash assistance to families from $31 billion (84 percent
of total spending in 1996, under its predecessor the AFDC program) to $7
billion (23 percent of total spending) in 2019, according to a 2022 analysis by the
Congressional Budget Office.®® According to the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services” Administration for Children and Family Services, which collects
and hosts the data, most states spend less than one-fifth of their federal and
state TANF funds on direct cash assistance.’’ (See Figure 4.)

Over the TANF block grant program’s lifespan thus far, states have decreased
spending on direct cash assistance in lieu of other forms of nonassistance
services, such as high school equivalent courses, secondary and post-secondary
education, adult education, career and technical training activities, child care,
refundable tax credits, child welfare services, and funding pre-Kindergarten

and Head Start classes—all of which support the TANF program’s statutory
goals when spent on children and their parents living on low incomes.® Some
nonassistance spending, however, funds state priorities that may be only
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FIGURE 4

Il -0 [l 020 [ 20-30% [ a0-50%  >50% A majority of states
spend less than 20
percent of TANF funds on
basic assistance

Basic assistance as a percent
of TANF and MOE spending,
FY2019-FY2023

Note: Basic assistance as reported by the ACF includes Relative Foster Care Maintenance Payments and Adoption
and Guardianship Subsidies. States are required to spend state money to receive federal TANF funds referred to
as Maintenance-of-Effort (MOE).

Source: ACF, TANF Financial, available at https://acf.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/data-reports.

tenuously related to the statutory goals of the TANF program. In 2023, states
reported spending $23 million of federal funds and $109 million in state matching
funds on services categorized as “other,” or nonassistance spending that could
not be included in the 19 other reported categories.®

This happens in part because unlike direct cash assistance, which mandates
work requirements and sets time limits, when states provide in-kind benefits to
individuals and families, they are not counted toward the lifetime benefit limit or
the state’s reported work participation rate. This exemption likely contributes to
states increasing spending on nonassistance or in-kind services.

The block grant structure also enables states to accumulate unspent and
unallocated funds for future spending, even though families in their states

may struggle to meet their needs today. In 2023, more than $7.7 billion federal
dollars were left not allocated to support any programs, with New York and
Pennsylvania alone reporting more than $1.6 billion and $1.2 billion, respectively,
in reserves—a bulk of which was carried over from previous years.?

This ability to accumulate funds leads to states treating federal TANF dollars
like a slush fund. Mississippi, for example, infamously spent millions of its
TANF block grant dollars on a volleyball stadium at the behest of former
professional football player Brett Favre.®s Oklahoma uses TANF dollars on
marriage counseling for families regardless of their income level 8 while
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Michigan funds merit scholarships for students from middle- or high-income
families with TANF funds.?” Since 2017, at least $100 million has been diverted

to support crisis pregnancy centers, which are facilities that are typically staffed
by volunteers without medical training and offer counseling and support to
pregnant individuals with the goal of dissuading them from getting an abortion
and pushing them toward parenthood or adoption.® Crisis pregnancy centers
have been shown to delay appropriate medical care, which can negatively impact
maternal health.®* This occurs because there is scant federal oversight of state
spending of federal TANF dollars.®°

In response to the Mississippi spending scandal and other reports of TANF block
grant dollars being used for program spending that is only tenuously connected
to the program’s statutory purposes, in 2023, the Biden administration released
a notice of proposed rulemaking intended to strengthen the program’s focus

on supporting families and reduce administrative burdens.®" Additionally, the
rule would have established a ceiling on the term “needy,” in response to
documented reports of states’ TANF programs providing support to families
with incomes up to 400 percent of the federal poverty rate, or $106,600 for a
family of three in 2025.%2

The proposed rule was ultimately withdrawn before it was finalized, on January
14, 2025.% The administration reportedly needed additional public input, despite
receiving more than 7,000 comments from a broad range of stakeholders,

and wanted to focus on implementing TANF provisions included in the Fiscal
Responsibility Act of 2023.94 This law included provisions that hamper state-level
flexibility in meeting the states’ required work participation rate and provided
funds for five states to implement intriguing pilot programs.®> These programs
would have allowed the states to measure success with work and family
outcomes based on employment and retention of employment after 6 months
of exiting the program and family stability and well-being—measures that would
have been decided by the U.S. secretary of Health and Human Services—as
opposed to work participation rates.

In March 2025, the Trump administration announced that it would not honor the
five states selected by the Biden administration and would require all interested
states to apply again under the new Health and Human Services secretary.®

In May 2025, the new pilot application released by the Trump administration
emphasized a focus “on promoting work and reducing dependency.”?

Although the TANF block grant structure enables states to misuse it, it also
enables state-level innovation to get the dedicated funds to work for children
and families living on exceptionally low incomes. When traditional TANF direct
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cash assistance is not being adequately deployed, unlocking TANF funds for
families living on low incomes with children in any capacity is better than
allowing them to pile up in state coffers or be disbursed for purposes that do
not support those with the greatest need.

Advocates in Michigan, where almost 18 percent of children live in poverty, have
taken advantage of the flexibility of the program to the benefit of pregnant
individuals and their very young children.® Before these advocates got to work,
only about 1in 10 families that were living in poverty were able to access direct
cash assistance through the basic assistance program, according to analysis by the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, for a maximum benefit of $492 for family of
three (a single parent and two children) in 2023.%° In 2023, the state spent less than
8 percent of its TANF state and federal funds on direct assistance.”®

Then, in 2024, Michigan’s Rx Kids program, first launched in Flint, Michigan in
January of that year, began providing universal, unconditional, and predictable
cash benefits to all families in Flint with a newborn child.”" Billed as the nation’s
“first community-wide maternal and infant cash prescription program,” every
pregnant individual—no matter their income—is provided $1,500 mid-pregnancy
and then $500 a month for each subsequent month for the first year of the
baby’s life.** The program has achieved almost 100 percent uptake and is on
track to eliminate deep infant poverty in the community.

The objectives of the Rx Kids program is underpinned by earlier findings from
Equitable Growth grantee Alexandra Stancyzk, who analyzed data from the
Survey of Income and Program Participation to document the negative income
impacts associated with the months around the birth of a baby, particularly for
single mothers.”? Rx Kids leverages the federal TANF block grant’s flexibility and
the generosity of private philanthropy and is thus able to utilize this funding

by taking advantage of so-called nonrecurrent short-term benefits, a type of
nonassistance support under the TANF program. By utilizing nonassistance
support, families can receive funds without triggering the work reporting
requirements or accruing time limits on the 5-year eligibility window—meaning if
they need additional support in the later years of a child’s life, they can access it.

Indeed, centering the Rx Kids program in Flint, a very poor city, provides a targeted
form of universal income support. By providing universal support, the program
also reduces stigma and eases enrollment processes that typically reduce the
uptake of public benefit programs. Additionally, in Flint, families participating in Rx
Kids reported improvements in their housing security in 2024, when communities
in the rest of Michigan reported increases in housing instability.
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In 2025, the program expanded to Kalamazoo, Michigan and the Eastern Upper
Peninsula of Michigan. As of April 29, 2025, more than $8.5 million in TANF funds
have been “prescribed” to more than 2,100 families to support more than 1,600
babies born. More than half of the families served by Rx Kids live in households
with annual incomes below $20,000 a year. And in 2025, the Flint & Genesee
Group, a partnership between the Chambers of Commerce in the cities of Flint
and Genesee and other local economic development-oriented local organizations,
reported that the $7.5 million invested in Flint from Rx Kids direct cash payments
produced an estimated $11.8 million in total economic impact in the city of Flint. >4
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States should spend more of

their TANF funds on direct cash
assistance to support children and
families living on low incomes
and support their local economies

If TANF-funded direct cash assistance reached the same portion of families
eligible for benefits as its predecessor program did in 1996—68 percent—

then 2.38 million more families would have received cash assistance in 2020,
according to calculations by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.' The
decline in TANF program participation has resulted in millions more children
across the United States being raised on exceptionally low incomes, of $2,000 or
less a month.

Providing direct cash assistance to families with children is the most efficient
way to support children and families” economic security and well-being. It is an
immediate way to alleviate some degree of material hardship, childhood hunger,
and housing insecurity, and empower families to make the best decisions for
their family’s needs.

But direct cash assistance also can support local economic growth by
immediately increasing the consumption of households living on low incomes
and enabling them to purchase goods and services that help them meet their
basic needs. It can thus serve as a stimulus to local economies where it is
introduced.*® Direct cash assistance can deliver positive ripples through a local
economy since local businesses generate higher revenues, leaving the local
economy better off.”*7
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That increase in household consumption helps these families meet their basic
needs, and also then contributes to the improved well-being of the members

of the family and, importantly, the children. Investments in children have been
shown to lead to increased earnings and higher tax revenues over their lifetimes,
with increased benefits the earlier the intervention.”® Researchers estimate that
the return on investment in the long run for programs that support very young
children is as high as $10 for every one dollar spent.”

Providing cash directly to families can also be much cheaper to administer,
compared to in-kind support, when not paired with strict work reporting
requirements. So, let’s dive deeper into why TANF spending supports families
to meet their basic needs, provides additional dollars that ripple through local
economies, and deliver long-run benefits by investing in children.

Helping families meet their basic needs

“The financial aspect of it definitely helped, in regards to me, you
know, not having to struggle, and, like, really live check paycheck to
paycheck to paycheck to paycheck at that time.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, CALIFORNIA

Direct cash assistance can support a family’s consumption of goods and services,
allowing them to choose how to best allocate their funds to meet their basic needs,
and support the local economy to which the additional dollars are introduced."

New Hampshire offers an insightful case study in this area. In 2017, the state
increased the TANF cash benefit amount it provided to families due to its loss
of value over time and tied the benefit level to 60 percent of the federal poverty
guideline ($1,243 dollars a month, or $14,916 annually, for a family of three in
2023) produced by the U.S. Health and Human Services Department.™

Following the increase in direct cash benefits in New Hampshire, economists
utilized the Current Population Survey and TANF caseload, expenditures, and
participant characteristics to observe changes based on the increased direct
cash benefit generosity.”™ They found that single mothers with a high school
degree or less who received direct cash assistance reported an increase in
consumption—specifically, increased weekly food expenditures that contributed
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to a reduction in food insecurity, reducing their episodes of hunger. Critically,
the increase was not tied to more intense work-activity reporting requirements
or eligibility tightening.

Additionally, the researchers observed a small decline in labor force participation
among single mothers with a high school education or less. Whatever the case,
spending less time doing paid work should be a positive outcome of investments
of TANF funding considering the value of time spent childrearing for the
development of human capital and future generations’ increased productivity.

While there is less in the literature on how receiving only TANF benefits can
impact families’ spending and consumption, there is research that explores

the impact of TANF benefits on food security, primarily in tandem with other
programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, which shows
it meaningfully reduces food insecurity and hunger.

Targeted spending can support efficient government transfers to address the
material needs of families facing hardship. Researchers have detailed that low-
wealth, low-income families have higher marginal propensities to consume,
compared to high-wealth families, meaning low-income families are more likely
to change their spending and consumption when they gain access to additional
funds."* Direct cash assistance targeted at low-income individuals and families is
more likely to be largely spent in local economies to meet basic needs, boosting
total demand and supporting local businesses, compared to higher-wealth
individuals and families that are already consuming at high rates.

The provision of direct cash assistance through mechanisms other than state
TANF programs—such as through the temporary expansion of the Child Tax
Credit in 2021, for example—can provide some insight into how families utilize
more generous provisions of direct cash assistance. Overall, research on
international guaranteed basic income interventions has found that direct cash
assistance is associated with beneficial outcomes in food security, well-being,
and education."> Unsurprisingly, when families receive cash to help meet their
needs, they spend it on their children or on what they need to support their
families such as rent, utility bills, and transportation.™

Research conducted on how families spent the 2021 temporary expansion of
the refundable Child Tax Credit found positive impacts on both household
consumption and child developmental outcomes."” Analysis of the U.S. Census
Bureau’s Household Purse Survey suggests that most CTC recipients spent the
additional money on food and other basic needs, such as rent, utilities, and
clothing."™ Some of that money also was spent on paying down debts or put
into savings.
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Notably, as many as 40 percent of recipients spent all of their CTC funds without
saving any, according to the Households Pulse Survey, which suggests both

that families had unmet needs and generated immediate spending with their
credits. It also suggests that for the purposes of immediately alleviating material
hardship and child hunger, the temporary expansion of the Child Tax Credit and
making it fully refundable was fairly well-targeted.

“Now SNAP is only good for food. Right? Which doesn’t include
[Infant] formula. So, we were okay with that as far as the baby,
but it didn’t help. SNAP and Medicaid don’t help with Pampers and
wipes. And, you know, [my daughter| would get sick and need some
medicine and stuff like that.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, CHICAGO

Additional dollars ripple through local economies

Individuals surviving on exceptionally low incomes tend to have unmet needs,
and inequality is a drag on the economy as it dampens household spending."
Children and their parents may suffer from hunger because they cannot afford
enough food or they may wear shoes that are too small, both of which limit their
ability to fully flourish and engage fully in the economy. Providing them with
additional support, ideally in the form of direct cash assistance, enables them to
determine how to best allocate their limited funds to meet their needs, whether
that be an increased food budget or additional medicine.

The number of times a government investment circulates in the economy is
often referred to as a multiplier effect. While there is limited research on the
potential multiplier effect of direct cash assistance programs, researchers and
policymakers alike can learn a lot from research on the economic impacts
generated by spending on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and
from research conducted on other programs that serve low-income families that
struggle to meet their material needs.

Researchers at the U.S. Department of Agriculture found that supporting the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program created a multiplier of 1.5 for SNAP
funds in 2016.2° That means for every $1 billion spent on SNAP benefits, the
U.S. economy benefits from $1.5 billion of increased Gross Domestic Product,

27



Washington Center for Equitable Growth | equitablegrowth.org

supporting more than 13,000 new jobs. The research also suggests that when
targeted to low-income households, the multiplier may be as high as $2 for every
one dollar spent.

Those USDA researchers looked at all types of spending by SNAP recipients by
type of goods, finding that the largest chunk of their overall spending was on
food purchases, though SNAP recipients also spent large parts of their overall
incomes on purchases of durable and nondurable goods and health care.” This
suggests that nutrition assistance is cash-like, at least in the sense that SNAP
spending on food frees up recipients to spend their other income elsewhere.

Research on government spending and investments generally found a local
income multiplier of 1.7 to 2.0, with larger impacts in areas with slower income
and employment growth, reducing geographic inequalities.” Economic impacts
were largely concentrated in the geographic area where spending occurred.
These results are somewhat applicable to understanding the potential impact of
TANF block grant spending on direct cash assistance since it was included in the
government spending programs.

Additionally, some separate research on fiscal multipliers during recessions
suggests that government spending is a more effective stimulus during
recessions than periods of expansion. Spending seems to be effective at driving
growth during recessions by increasing employment and consumer spending.

Long-term benefits of investing in children

“TANF being able to support me and even with me going to school
and not having to worry about finances because I wasn’t working, I
was able to actually be here with my daughters and help them with
homework and, you know, attend certain curricular activities for
them that they look forward to. So, having that support, I'm able to
have those experiences with my daughters. And, again, just me being
able to be home with them and do work with them and actually be
here to support them, you know, within their needs and their growing
up, it definitely helped.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, CALIFORNIA
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Investing in children provides the greatest return on investment, compared to
spending programs targeting other populations. Research also has shown that
earlier in life is when investment in children can have the greatest impact on
the trajectory of a child’s life.* This research on the returns to investments in
children can help us understand some of the longer-term returns we can gain as
a society through targeted income support programs.

A unified analysis of government welfare policies by Harvard University
economists Nathaniel Hendren and Ben Sprung-Keyser sought to calculate

the benefit and net cost of government policies, including social insurance,
education, job training, taxes, and cash transfers.” In calculating the net cost,
the researchers considered the long-term impacts on the government’s budget
and drew on numerous papers to inform their findings for each government
program. They found a high marginal value of public funds for investments

that support the needs of children, citing “near infinite marginal value of public
funds for child health insurance expenditures” such as the Children’s Health
Insurance Program and reporting Head Start as a similarly valuable investment.
They also found that although programs such as Aid to Families with Dependent
Children had lower marginal value of public funds, that was primarily due to the
relationship between spending on these programs being associated with reduced
labor earnings and that this “lies in contrast to our finding that many policies
spending on children increased later-life earnings.”

Research has found that investing in children and providing them with economic
resources can support their needs and can generate down-the-line savings

in government spending. Research on the role of family economic security
policies on child and family health, for instance, have shown that economic
security is particularly important for infants and children, given long-term health
ramifications of early life disruptions.™ Evidence shows that more restrictive
TANF spending, alongside reduced spending on other social programs, is
associated with worse health outcomes, worse access to health care, and higher
infant mortality. Research has also found that receiving TANF benefits as a child
is associated with improved educational outcomes.™

Using data from 17.5 million Americans, researchers found that access to the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, and its associated food security,
before age 5 is associated with positive adult outcomes, including high levels of
human capital, self-sufficiency, quality of neighborhood, and life expectancy, as
well as a decrease in the chance of being incarcerated.”
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Conclusion:
Policy recommendations

Direct cash assistance has been shown to benefit children and their parents
living on the lowest incomes, as well as the local economies in which they live.
Despite this, not enough eligible families receive direct cash through the TANF
program due to states making the benefits challenging to access. For families
that are able to access direct cash assistance payments, the benefit amount is
too low to help them meet their families’ basic needs. This limits the potential
impact this investment in children and families could have.

This is partially due to funding for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
being reduced over time in real terms but also, importantly, to state behavior.
In some states, direct cash benefits to eligible families constitutes the smallest
proportion of their TANF spending. Both factors limit the potential impact of
TANF funds as an investment in children and families.

States can implement programmatic changes to optimize the reach and impact
of existing TANF block grant funding on children and families’ economic security
and well-being. States have a few ways they can better leverage their funds and
increase the amount of direct cash assistance they provide, including by:

B Increasing the proportion of federal and state TANF funds spent on direct
cash assistance

B Increasing the benefit amounts they provide to children and families to
elevate families out of deep poverty

B Easing the benefit phase-out rates for families

B Reducing administrative burdens

Let’s examine each of these recommendations in turn.
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Increase the proportion of federal and state
TANF funds spent on direct cash assistance

States should dedicate a larger portion of their federal and state TANF spending
on direct cash assistance to provide benefits to more of their state’s eligible
families. This may require states reducing spending on programs that only
tenuously support low-income children and families, such as reducing or
eliminating TANF funding to programs that are not means tested or proven to
alleviate poverty.

For example, crisis pregnancy centers typically are not staffed by licensed health
care providers and in some cases reportedly “bill $14 dollars and hand out a
couple of donated diapers.”=° Analysis by Health Management Associates found
that between 2017 and 2023, more than $102 million of federal TANF dollars
were allocated to crisis pregnancy centers—roughly the same amount that
Kentucky spent on direct cash assistance to support 24,000 individuals in more
than 11,000 families (including more than 20,000 children) in 2023.%'

States should also take advantage of the flexibility afforded by nonrecurrent,
short-term benefit transfers to provide direct cash assistance directly to families
living on exceptionally low incomes or who face sudden conditions that remove
their ability to generate earned incomes. Michigan’s Rx Kids program is one
example of leveraging TANF funding flexibility to support more families with
children. Since state spending on nonrecurrent, short-term benefits do not
count toward benefit time limits or work participation rates for families, that
could be one particularly efficient way for states with excess TANF reserve funds
to spend down their unallocated dollars.™

Increase the benefit amounts to children and
families to elevate families out of deep poverty

States should increase the benefit amounts to families who receive cash benefits
through their state TANF programs. Currently, few state’s benefit level is high enough
to move a family out of deep poverty, but more could and should be at that level.

In addition, states should implement automatic cost-of-living adjustments to
ensure that their TANF benefit levels keep up with the rising costs of living.
Families living on the tightest budgets feel these cost increases the most acutely.
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Ease the benefit phase-out rates for families

High phase-out rates for earned income are counterproductive to the goals of
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. Introducing more gradual phase-out
rates in states that currently have steep phase-out rates would reduce the pain
of benefit cliffs and align more closely with the program’s intent. For states
with high phase-out rates, such as the earlier example of a 50 percent benefit
reduction for every dollar earned through work in Washington state for large
families, this could have a meaningful impact on participants.

“I was suggesting that as a future support, a transition period

from being active to closing in a more detailed walk through of that
process. So, instead of me just walking out that day and being all of

a sudden canceled out, there should have at least been a transition
period, like, to wean me off [rather than] cut me down to zero instead
and just saying, you know what? It’s gone. That aspect would have
been great.”

— FORMER TANF RECIPIENT, CHICAGO

Reduce administrative burdens and barriers to
accessing support

While many states work to alleviate the administrative burden of public programs
on families, more can be done to support the TANF-eligible population, including
alleviating work reporting requirements as much as is feasible under federal
guidelines. We heard from parents who were former TANF recipients in New York,
California, and lllinois that even when accessing the program through referral or a
social worker, many points in the process, from the initial application to when they
received their first monthly cash benefit payment, could have been streamlined.

States should remove stringent work requirements that some states have
introduced on top of federal requirements and provide more flexibility in the kinds
of activities that qualify toward reporting requirements. States should also do away
with time limits on benefits that are shorter than the federal 60-month limit and
ideally, follow the example of programs such as the District of Columbia’s TANF
program, which eliminated the lifetime benefit limit by tapping into state dollars
for families who need the additional support.
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A note on the production of this report

In the production of this report, the Washington Center for Equitable Growth partnered with national
nonprofit LIFT Inc. to interview parents with direct experience interacting and receiving benefits as part
of participation in states’ TANF programs. The parents were from different geographic regions, including
California, New York, and lllinois.

Founded in 1998, LIFT is a nonprofit organization on a mission to break the cycle of poverty by investing in
parents. LIFT’s one-on-one coaching program empowers parents to set and achieve goals that put families
on the path toward economic mobility, such as by going back to school, improving credit, eliminating debt, or
securing a living wage. In addition to coaching, LIFT parents also receive direct cash infusions to reinvest in
their families and goals. LIFT partners with colleges, governments, and health systems to deliver its services
nationwide and operates sites in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, and Washington, DC. You can learn more
about their work at whywelift.org.
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