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WELFARE REFORM SHOULD HELP WOMEN STRIVING TO SUPPORT THEIR

FAMILIES , NOT HOLD THEM BACK 
(Revised February 2003)

Many women have left welfare for work since the 1996 welfare law was passed, but most can find only
unstable, low-wage jobs that do not enable them to lift their families out of poverty.1  When Congress
reauthorizes the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, it should help women
achieve long-term self-sufficiency by building on what we have learned over the last five years about
what works, including:  expanding access to affordable, quality child care; eliminating barriers to the
education and training women need to get jobs that can support a family; and strengthening families by
increasing the support that goes to poor children from both their parents, among other reforms.2 
Unfortunately, the TANF reauthorization bill proposed by the House leadership, H.R. 4, would be a
major step backward.  The rigid new federal mandates this bill would impose on states and on families
– without additional funding – would limit states’ flexibility to implement effective welfare-to-work
programs and force cuts in the services that parents need to enter and succeed in the workforce. 
Congress should reject these proposals and: 

< Expand Access to Affordable, Quality Child Care

The costs of child care can range from $3,000 to $13,000 annually, beyond the reach of low-wage
workers.3  But, without reliable child care, it is more difficult for mothers to find and retain
employment and move into better jobs.4  The Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG)
and TANF funds have helped many low-wage working families meet the high cost of care, but,
because of insufficient funding, only 1 in 7 children eligible for CCDBG are receiving any
assistance.5  A large number of states are turning away eligible low-income working families or
putting them on a waiting list for CCDBG child care subsidies due to inadequate funds.  The fiscal
crisis in the states has led some states to cut their child care programs, and more cuts are likely for
the next fiscal year.6

In addition, much of the care available to children of mothers moving from welfare to the paid
labor force is of poor quality.7  Poor quality care has an impact on children, who have been found
to be delayed in cognitive and language development, and display less social competence and
cooperation and more problem behavior.8  Low-quality child care also has an impact on parents. 
Low-income women are more likely to find and keep stable employment, increase their hours of
work and improve their educational attainment if they have their children in high-quality care.9  

< Congress should significantly increase mandatory CCDBG funding to double the number of
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children served.  Instead, H.R. 4 would worsen the shortfall in child care funding.  H.R. 4
would increase the number of hours mothers must work to 40 hours per week and increase to
70% the percentage of the TANF caseload states must somehow place in jobs.  The
Congressional Budget Office estimated last year that these increased work requirements would
increase child care costs by $4.9 billion over five years – but H.R. 4 only provides $1 billion
over five years in additional funds.  To meet the increased child care needs of TANF families,
states may have to reduce or eliminate child care subsidies for working poor non-TANF
families.

< Congress should improve the quality of child care by increasing the quality set-aside in
CCDBG, improving the education and training of child care providers, and improving health
and safety standards in TANF-funded child care.   Instead, H.R. 4 does nothing to increase the
states’s existing commitment to quality activities, and is likely to reduce the quality of care by
increasing the need for child care without providing sufficient funding.

< Eliminate Barriers to the Education and Training Women Need for Long-Term Self-
Sufficiency

As Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy Thompson has stated, “the next step [is to] help
[TANF recipients] climb the job ladder by creating more opportunities for education and job
training.”10 Research and experience demonstrate that the most successful welfare-to-work
programs offer flexible combinations of job search, education, job training and work.  Well-known
examples include the Steps to Success program in Portland, Oregon, the Parents as Scholars
program in Maine, and the OPTIONS program in Baltimore, Maryland.  These programs result in
more stable employment, higher hourly wages, and greater access to employer-provided benefits
than programs that simply push people into the first job they can find.11 

The success of these programs is consistent with evidence that consistently shows that education
and skills training lead to better jobs and higher wages.  Single female heads of household who
have a high school diploma are 60% more likely to have jobs than those without a high school
diploma or GED, and those with an associate’s degree are 95% more likely to be employed.12  For
a TANF recipient with basic skills equal to a high school diploma, moreover, an additional 200
hours of education and training (the equivalent of a semester’s worth of courses) could lead to jobs
that pay $5,000 to $10,000 more per year.13  

The current TANF law places substantial limitations on the extent to which recipients can engage
in education and training activities.14  Despite these restrictions, a few states have been able to
develop effective programs offering the mix of services recipients need by using the flexibility
provided by pre-TANF waivers or caseload reduction credits.15  But, in most states, TANF has
dramatically reduced access to education and training;16 in 2000, states spent less than 1% of the
TANF block grant on education and training.17  Through experience and research, however, states
have learned that individuals may need a combination of activities, including work, job training,
education, and substance abuse treatment, to achieve the greatest success. Thus, the National
Governors’ Association policy on welfare reform urges that “the federal government should
recognize the success of these tailored approaches to addressing an individual’s needs by
providing states greater discretion in defining appropriate work activities.”18
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< Congress should give states greater flexibility with accountability to structure the optimal
mix of work, education, training, and other activities to equip TANF recipients to achieve
long-term self-sufficiency.  Instead, H.R. 4 adopts a highly prescriptive approach that would
force states to abandon strategies that promote long-term self-sufficiency, as the vast majority
of state Governors and TANF administrators have warned.19  For example, under H.R. 4, a state
could count full-time education or training toward meeting work requirements for no more than
four months, ruling out many programs that enable women to get higher-skilled, better-paying
jobs. In addition to narrowing the type of activities that count as work, the bill increases to 40
the number of hours single mothers must work each week and raises the percentage of the
caseload that must be engaged in these restrictively defined work activities.  The combined
effect of these provisions would force states toward massive make-work projects and away
from programs that help parents move into good jobs and long-term self-sufficiency.20

< Strengthen Families by Increasing Support for Children from Both Their Parents

Increasing the support that poor children receive from both their parents is a critical component of
real welfare reform.  For families who receive it, child support contributes substantially to family
income and child well-being.  Child support accounts, on average, for 16% of the family income
of all families who receive it.  For all poor families who receive child support, it provides over a
quarter of total income.  And for poor children not on welfare, whose parents may keep all current
support collected, child support provides, on average, 35% of family income -- when families
receive it.21  Receipt of child support reduces reliance on public assistance, by helping families
leave and avoid a return to welfare.22  Effective child support enforcement also is linked to
reductions in divorce and nonmarital birth rates,23 and to increases in children’s educational
attainment.24  

Unfortunately, outmoded welfare policies that use child support payments to reimburse
government public assistance costs25 deprive many poor children of much of the child support paid
on their behalf.  In a majority of states, none of the child support paid by the fathers of children
currently receiving TANF, many of whom are low-income themselves, goes to the family.26  Even
after a family leaves welfare and is struggling to avoid a return, in some circumstances child
support collections will go to repay government arrears before the family’s (for example, when
past-due child support is collected by intercepting the father’s federal tax refund).  Overall, the
various exceptions to “family first” child support distribution mean that families that have left
welfare get to keep only half of the child support arrearages collected on their behalf.27  

  
These policies not only deprive children of economic support, but are a source of additional stress
on the fragile relationships of low-income parents.  Mothers are frustrated that they are not
receiving help from the father. Fathers are frustrated because they are making payments, but their
efforts are not making a difference for their children. Community groups find that messages
promoting responsible fatherhood are received with skepticism when child support payments go to
the government, not their children.28   

Under a waiver from the federal government, Wisconsin experimented with a different approach: 
giving all child support payments to children and disregarding those payments when determining
cash assistance. As the Administration recognizes, “[a] major research study in Wisconsin has
shown that when TANF families receive the child support paid on their behalf, fathers are more
likely to pay child support and to pay more child support.”29  The research also found some
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evidence of improved family functioning -- increased paternal contact, reduced levels of serious
conflict between parents, and improved children’s health and educational outcomes – and little if
any overall increase in government cost.30  

Other research has found that increasing family income not only has economic benefits, but
strengthens families and increases child well-being.  The Minnesota Family Investment Program,
which increased the income of working poor families, found that marriage rates increased, divorce
rates decreased, and the incidence of domestic violence declined.31  Analyses of the effects of
various welfare-to-work programs on children have concluded that programs that increased
income, not just employment, improved cognitive and behavior outcomes for young children.32

< Congress should adopt “family first” child support distribution for families that have left
TANF.  H.R. 4 includes some modest child support distribution reforms, but falls short of the
distribution reforms that are needed and that previously have received bipartisan support.33

Under H.R. 4, not until October 2005 would the federal government forego its share of child
support collected for former TANF families through intercepting tax refunds. In addition, H.R.
4 would continue to require families applying for TANF to sign over to the state their right to
collect unpaid child support for the period before they received TANF.  

< Congress should increase state flexibility to give more child support to families receiving
TANF.  Although the Administration acknowledges the success of the Wisconsin policy of
giving all child support payments to children receiving TANF, H.R. 4 puts so many restrictions
on the circumstances under which the federal government would forego its share of child
support collections for TANF families that other states would not be able to utilize the
Wisconsin approach.  Under H.R. 4, the federal government will share in the cost only for states
that newly adopt or increase a child support pass-through, by no more than $50 per month over
current levels or $100 per month, whichever is greater, and only after October 2005.

< Congress should finance child support reform fairly, not with a new child support tax on
other struggling families.  H.R. 4 would require states to impose a new annual child support
fee or tax on families that rely on the public child support system that never received TANF.
However, most of the families served by the public child support program are low- and
moderate-income themselves.34  

< Congress should not divert resources from proven strategies to narrowly defined “marriage
promotion” activities.  Instead of adequately funding programs that would strengthen families
by increasing the ability of poor parents to provide economic and emotional support to their
children, H.R. 4 would redirect $1.8 billion of TANF funds over six years to narrowly-defined
“marriage promotion” activities.35   

Over the last five years, we have learned much about what works in welfare reform and what does not. 
When it reauthorizes TANF, Congress should support proposals that will help women striving to leave
welfare and poverty, and reject proposals that would hold them back.
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