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TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE FOR
NEEDY FAMILIES AND CHILD
CARE ASSISTANCE: A WEAKENED
SAFETY NET FOR FAMILIES
KAREN SCHULMAN AND ABBIE STARKER
When Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
replaced the existing welfare program, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC), in 1996, it established
work requirements and time limits on cash assistance, with
the stated aim of helping families achieve self-sufficiency.
Recognizing that mothers now required to work would need
help affording child care, Congress provided a significant
boost in funding for the Child Care and Development Block
Grant (CCDBG). TANF had some initial success in moving
mothers to work during the strong economy of the late
1990s. However, with its strict work requirements and flat
funding, TANF failed to respond to the increased needs of
families struggling during the economic downturn, and has
left many families without assistance during the slow recovery.
Compounding this challenge, many families no longer able to
receive TANF cash assistance have not been able to turn to
child care assistance to help them get back to work because
child care funding has also been stagnant. A number of states’
policy decisions have made it even more difficult for families
to access TANF or child care assistance. As a result, many
families are left without either a primary or back-up safety
net as they struggle to meet their basic needs and ensure the
well-being of their children.
• While the number of families in poverty increased, TANF
served fewer and fewer families in need. The number of
families with children living in poverty, after declining from
6.4 million in 1996 to 5.1 million in 2000, rose to 7.1 million in
2014. Yet the TANF average monthly caseload fell by about
two-thirds during that time—from 4.4 million families in 1996
to 1.6 million families in 2014. In 2014, TANF served only 23 of
every 100 families with children in poverty.1

• Under federal time limits, a family can receive TANF
assistance for no more than five years in a lifetime, and
states are allowed to set even shorter time limits. A number
of states have taken advantage of this option to create
tighter time limits on cash assistance,2 which can allow them
to spend less money and tout a lower number of families on
welfare. The shorter a family’s time limit is, the more pressure
there is for parents to find work quickly, which could mean
accepting a job with low wages and irregular hours.
o Many states set lifetime limits on TANF cash assistance
that are shorter than the federal lifetime limit. These states
include Arizona,3 Arkansas,4 California,5 Connecticut,6
Delaware,7 Florida,8 Georgia,9 Idaho,10 Kansas,11 Michigan,12
Missouri,13 Ohio,14 Rhode Island,15 and Wisconsin.16 Arizona,
which limited families to no more than one year of cash
assistance in their lifetime as of July 2016, has the strictest
lifetime limit in the country.
o Several other states, while allowing families to receive
assistance for up to the federal lifetime limit of five
years, set limits on the number of consecutive months
for which they can receive cash assistance. Louisiana,
Massachusetts, Nevada, North Carolina, and South Carolina
allow families to receive cash assistance for only 24
consecutive months.17 Texas limits families to either 12, 24,
or 36 consecutive months of assistance depending on the
individual’s work history and educational attainment; when
a family reaches its time limit, it cannot receive assistance
again for another five years.18
• States set low income eligibility limits for families applying
for cash assistance under TANF. In 2014, 48 states had
maximum earning limits for families that were below the
poverty level. In 2014, the average state income limit for a
family of three for initial TANF eligibility was only $841 per
month ($10,088 per year), just 51 percent of the 2014 federal
poverty level ($1,649 per month or $19,790 per year).19
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• Many states with tight time limits on TANF assistance have
low income eligibility limits for child care assistance as
well. Families trying to get and keep a job so they can
support themselves in the absence of TANF benefits often
are also not able to receive child care assistance due to
states’ restrictive eligibility criteria. Without help paying for
the child care they need to work, these families struggle
to afford the high cost of care—which averages $3,700 to
over $17,000 a year, depending on the age of the child, the
type of care, and where the family lives.20 States’ income
limits for child care assistance, while higher than those for
TANF, are still low enough that a working parent may earn
too much to qualify for child care assistance but too little
to afford child care on their own while paying other bills.
States that have stricter lifetime limits on TANF assistance
than required by federal law as well as low income limits to
qualify for child care assistance include:21
o Arkansas, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 153 percent of poverty ($30,926 a year for a
family of three).
o Florida, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 150 percent of poverty ($30,240 a year for a
family of three).
o Georgia, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 143 percent of poverty ($28,748 a year for a
family of three).
o Missouri, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 138 percent of poverty ($27,816 a year for a
family of three).
o Idaho, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 130 percent of poverty ($26,208 a year for a
family of three).
o Ohio, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 130 percent of poverty ($26,124 a year for a
family of three).
o Michigan, where the income limit to qualify for child care
assistance is 118 percent of poverty ($23,880 a year for a
family of three).
• Even if families are eligible for child care assistance,
they may not necessarily receive it. Twenty states had
waiting lists or frozen intake (turned away eligible families
without adding their names to a waiting list) for child care
assistance in 2016.22 In a number of states, these waiting
lists are quite long—over 25,000 children in Florida, over
24,000 children in Massachusetts, and over 20,000 children
in North Carolina, as of early 2016.23 Studies show that
many families on waiting lists struggle to pay for reliable,

good-quality child care as well as other necessities, or
must use low-cost—and frequently low-quality—care. Some
families cannot afford any child care, which can prevent
parents from working.24
• Insufficient federal and state child care funding has led
to a decline in the number of families receiving child care
assistance. In 2014, 1.4 million children were served by
CCDBG in an average month, which was the lowest number
since 1998, and 364,000 fewer children than in 2006. In
Michigan, which has the lowest income eligibility limit to
qualify for child care assistance of all states, and one of the
stricter TANF lifetime limits, 8,800 children lost child care
assistance between 2013 and 2014 alone.25
• While a large portion of TANF funds are used for child
care, the amount has declined. Many states now use a
substantial portion of their TANF funds for purposes other
than child care assistance and work supports to help
families stay off welfare or move from welfare to work.
o Only 25 percent of federal and state TANF funding was
spent on basic assistance in 2015. And less than 7 percent
was used for work-related activities and support and
just 17 percent was used for child care.26 Some states
have used their TANF funds to replace state funds that
previously had been used to assist poor families, and then
have shifted those newly available state dollars to fund
activities that do not target low-income families.27
o States can spend TANF funds directly on child care or 		
transfer up to 30 percent of their funds to CCDBG, but
they have gradually allocated less TANF money for child
care. In 2000, $4 billion of TANF funds were used for
child care, but in 2015 that amount had declined to $2.6
billion.28 Nineteen states spent less than 10 percent of
federal and state TANF funds on child care in 2015.29
 ANF and child care assistance should be working together
T
to ensure that families can meet their basic needs while
giving parents a path to work that can allow them to
support their families. Yet due to insufficient funding and
restrictive policies, neither program is currently serving this
role. The very purpose of TANF was to help families achieve
self-sufficiency, but without sufficient funding to help
parents afford child care, it is nearly impossible for them to
work. Federal and state investments should be increased
and policies should be improved so that vulnerable families
have help at their time of greatest need and have access to
affordable, high-quality child care that enables parents to
work and encourages children’s healthy development and
learning.
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