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Introduction

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
block grant was created in the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 0f 1996 (PRWORA,
P.L. 104-193). That lawwas the culmination of a series of
legislative changes that altered therules for providing
benefits and services to needy families with children.

Brief History

Public cash assistance to needy families with children has
its origin in the early 1900s state and locally financed
“mother’s pension” programs that aided single mothers
(often widows) sothatchildren could be raised in their own
homes ratherthan institutionalized. The Social Security Act
of 1935 provided federal funding for these programs with
the explicit goalto aid mothers so they would not haveto
work and could stay home to raise their children.

Post-1935changes altered the context in which programs
for needy families with children operated. In 1939,
survivors’ benefits were added to Social Security, providing
socialinsurance benefits to widows and their children. The
increase in labor force participation among married mothers
altered views aboutwhether government should aid single
mothers to stay at home. Families with children whose
fathers were alive but absentcomprised more ofthe public
cash assistance caseload. The caseload also became more
nonwhite. Cashassistance to needy families with children
became among the mostcontroversial of social programs,
particularly beginning in the late 1960s as the cash
assistance caseload hadits first large increase. Proposals to
replace or reform cash assistance for needy families were
debatedacross four decades, ultimately leading to the
enactmentof PRWORA.

The TANF Block Grant

The TANF block grant’s overall purpose is to “increase the
flexibility of states”to meet four statutory goals:

(1) provide assistance to needy families so thatchildren
may remain in theirhomes; (2) reduce dependency of needy
parents on government benefits through work, job
preparation, and marriage; (3) reduce out-of-wedlock
pregnancies; and (4) promote the formation and
maintenance of two-parent families. PRWORA and the
creation of TANF altered thefederal rules thatapplied to
states fortheir cashassistance programs. It also established
a broad-purpose block grant that provides funds to states to
address boththeeffectsandrootcauses of childhood
economic disadvantage.

Federal Grants and State Funds

TANF provides grants tothe 50states, District of
Columbia, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Virgin Islands.
American Indian tribes may also operate theirown TANF

programs with federal dollars. Thebulk of TANF funding is
in a basic block grant of $16.5 billion peryear. Every year,
each state receivesa fixed grant based on howmuch it
received in federal funding in the pre-1996 cash assistance
and related programs during the early-and mid-1990s.
Tribes also may receive grants based on mid-1990s
expenditures.

The TANF blockgrant has not been increasedsince the
enactmentofthe 1996 welfare law. There has beenno
adjustment for inflation or populationchange. From 1997 to
2020, the basic TANF block grant has lost 38% ofits value
to inflation. During TANEF’s history, states haveat times
received TANF funds in additionto thebasic block grant.
ForFY2021, the only additional funding tostates for TANF
is throughthe TANF contingency fund.

In addition tofederal funding, states are required to expend
a minimum amount of theirown funds on the TANF-related
population and TANF-related programs (a total minimum
of $10.3 billion peryear). This amount is alsobased on
historical expenditures in pre-TANF programs and is
known as the “maintenance of effort” (MOE) requirement.
Some states spend more thanthe minimum.

Use of TANF Funds

States may usefederalblock grantand MOE funds in any
manner that is “reasonably calculated” to achieve TANF’s
statutory purpose and goals. States have used TANF funds
for awide range of benefitsandservices. In FY2019, a total
of $30.9 billion was spent by states fromfederal TANF and
state MOE funds. TANF basic assistance, including
monthly cash benefits to families with children, totaled $6.5
billion. In addition to assistance, TANF contributes to state
funds used forworkand training programs, child care, pre-
kindergarten programs, programs to provideservices to
children who havebeen abused and neglected orare at risk
of it, and other services (youth activities, responsible
fatherhood and healthy marriage promotion).

Figure 1. Uses of Federal TANF and State MOE
Funds, by Category: FY2019

Total=$30.9 Billion

Basic Assistance $6.58
Child Care 55.0B
Work, Education and Training 53.28
Refundable Tax Credit $2.88
Pre-K/Head Start $2.68
Child Welfare 52.68
Administration $2.28
Emergency and Short-Term Benefits $1.38

Other Services 54.68

Source: Congressional Research Service (CRS), based on datafrom
the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

https://crsreports.congress.gov



The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant

State TANF Cash Assistance Programs
Federal law requires that a family aided by TANF cash
assistance have a dependent child, and limits federally
funded aid to families with an adult recipient to five years.
States set most TANF rules thatapply to recipient families.

States determine the TANF benefit amounts. In July 2019,
the maximum monthly benefit fora single-parent family of
three ranged from$1,066 in New Hampshire to $170 in
Mississippi. There is a regional pattern to these maximum
benefits;they are lowest in the South.

Figure 2. Maximum Monthly TANF Cash Assistance
Benefit by State, July 2019

For a Single-Parent Family with Two Children
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Source: Congressional Research Service (CRS), based on datafrom
the Urban Institute’s Welfare Rules database.

In June 2020, atotal of 1.1 million families received TANF
assistance. This compares with thehistorical peak in receipt
of assistance under TANF’s predecessor programin March
1994 of 5.1 million families. The number of families
receiving TANF assistance was 4% higher in June 2020
than in December 2019, reflecting the economic recession
accompanying the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 3. Number of Families Receiving Assistance,
1959-2020
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Source: Congressional Research Service (CRS), based on datafrom
the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

Note: January 2020 to June 2020 data are preliminary.

Most ofthe post-1994 decline in the cash assistance
caseloadresulted fromareductionin the share of eligible

families receiving benefits, rather than a reduction in the
number of families meeting states’ definitions ofbeing a
needy family. In 1994, an estimated 79% of individuals
eligible for cash assistance actually received benefits; in
2017, an estimated 25% of persons in families that met
states’ eligibility requirements actually received benefits.

Work Requirements

Current TANF rules forengagement of assistance recipients
in work fall within the context of meeting the minimum
work participationrate (WPR). The minimum WPRis a
performance standard for the state; it does not apply
directly to individual recipients. States that donotmeet the
minimum WPRare at risk of a reduction in their federal
TANF funds. To meet the current TANF work participation
standard, states must have 50% of*““all families” and 90% of
families with two parents eitherworking orengaged in
activities. A state may lower these percentages by reducing
its caseload. Thereare rules for what activities count, and
minimum hours per week of participationrequired, fora
family to be counted by thestatetoward meetingits
minimum WPR. Workin an unsubsidized job and
participationin job preparation activities counttoward
meeting the standard.

In FY2019, all but one jurisdiction (Montana) met the “all
families” work standard and all but five met the two-parent
standard. States that met theirwork standard generally did
so throughcaseload reduction and aiding families who were
already working, rather than engaging unemployed
recipients in activities. The Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) has issued guidanceto statesto
help themrespondto the COVID-19 pandemic, noting that
while it cannotwaive TANFworkrules, it can relieve states
of penalties for states’ failure to meet these standards and
“will exercise this authority tothe maximum extent
possible.”

Issues
Issuesthat havebeenraisedin recentdiscussions of TANF
include the following:

e Should TANF fundinglevels orallocation of funds to
the states be altered to account for changed
circumstances (e.g., inflation, poverty population)?

e Should Congress provide additional TANF funding to
address the increase in need accompanying the
economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic? Should
some TANFrules (e.g., work requirement and time
limits on aid) be suspended during the pandemic?

e Once the pandemic ends, should changes be made to
work requirements to promptstates to engage additional
unemployed recipients in activities? Should changes be
made to alter the share ofeligible families receiving
assistance? Forexample, should TANF dollars support
the broad range of activities currently allowable or
shouldtheybe focused on cash assistance and
supporting work?

Gene Falk, Specialist in Social Policy
IF10036
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Disclaimer

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan shared staff to
congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at thebehest of and under thedirection of Congress.
Information ina CRS Report should not be relied uponfor purposes other than public understanding of information that has
been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work ofthe
United States Government, are notsubject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be
reproducedand distributed in its entirety without permission fromCRS. However, as a CRS Report may include
copyrighted images or material froma third party, you may needto obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you
wish to copy or otherwise use copyrighted material.
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