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Most conservatives believe the 1996 welfare reform law, particularly the creation of the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant along with its work requirements,
has been an unprecedented success. While the 1996 law sent a symbolic message about the
importance of work, TANF’s work requirements are unreasonable and dysfunctional. Their
main function has been to impose barriers and cut caseloads through a process known as
“bureaucratic disentitlement.” Even with sharply reduced caseloads, states have resorted to
gimmicks to satisfy federal work rate targets that themselves are unreasonable. Such gimmickry
does nothing to help the poor get connected to work opportunities.2
TANF’s Work Requirements: Emphasizing “Hassle” Over “Help”
In the immediate aftermath of the 1996 law, the number of poor families with children and the
number receiving TANF cash assistance both fell, leading some to conclude that “welfare
reform” was a success, particularly its work requirements. According to Speaker Ryan:
[The 1996 welfare reform law] is the crown jewel and the centerpiece of some of the
most successful social policy legislation we’ve passed. It lowered child poverty rates, it
moved people from welfare to work – because of these work requirements. 3
While TANF’s work requirements undoubtedly led to caseload declines, the suggestion that they
lowered child poverty is less plausible. What Speaker Ryan and others in the “TANF is an
unprecedented success” camp don’t explain (or gloss over) is that there were many forces driving
down caseloads and poverty – a strong economy, an expansion in aid to the working poor (e.g.,
EITC, child care, and Medicaid), pre-existing state welfare reforms through waivers, and a
massive windfall of federal TANF funds for all states for at least the first five years TANF was
in place because Congress based the block grant on historically high spending levels. There is
no credible evidence to suggest the work requirements themselves reduced the poverty rate and
indeed they likely pushed millions deeper into poverty – something an examination of changes in
the poverty rate would miss.4
Two simple statistics suggest that about 3 million families were pushed deeper into poverty as a
result of welfare reform.


TANF-to-poverty ratio. Between 1996 and 2015, the number of families with children in
poverty rose, from 6.4 million to 6.5 million; meanwhile, the number of families
receiving cash assistance fell from 4.4 million to 1.5. This dynamic can be captured in a
single statistic – the TANF-to-poverty ratio. In 1996, for every 100 families in poverty,
68 received cash assistance from TANF; by 2015, it fell to 23.5

1



TANF participation rate (share of eligible families receiving assistance). Another
measure of TANF’s reach is the share of families that have incomes low enough to
qualify for assistance that actually receive it. In 1996, an estimated 5.6 million families
were eligible to receive cash assistance and 4.4 million received it (79 percent). By 2015,
6.1 million families were eligible to receive assistance, but only 1.6 million received it
(26 percent).6

Why do so few families with children that are poor or income-eligible for TANF receive
benefits? The most likely reason is its unreasonable work requirements.7 These are a function of
many factors, but the hours of required participation, the sanction for non-compliance, and the
maximum benefit are perhaps the most important.


Hourly requirements. To meet TANF’s work requirement targets, states are required to
engage families with a work-eligible individual in specified work activities for a
minimum average of 30 hours per week or about 130 hours per month. 8



Sanctions. The 1996 law gave states complete flexibility in determining the size and
scope of sanctions for non-compliance with work requirements. Many states adopted
much harsher sanctions than had existed under TANF’s predecessor program (AFDC),
where the sanction typically involved removing the adult’s needs from the grant for a
limited period of time. Under TANF, the penalty for non-compliance in most states
means losing the entire benefit for the family, irrespective of the degree of
noncompliance. Falling one hour short of the required standard can trigger a full-family
sanction. In 12 states this can be for an extended period of time – 12 months or longer.
Indeed, in six states, the penalty can be permanent case closure.9



Maximum benefit. TANF benefits vary considerably across states, from $170 a month in
Mississippi to $789 a month in New York, with a median of $432.10

As a result of the interaction of these factors, in many states, the 130-hour per month requirement
results in effectively forcing individuals to value their time at $1 to $3 an hour; even in more
generous states, the valuation is just $4 to $5 an hour. 11
New Insights from the “Intellectual Godfather” of Welfare Reform
Robert Rector of The Heritage Foundation has been dubbed the “intellectual godfather” of
welfare reform for his role in crafting the 1996 legislation, particularly TANF’s work
requirements. His recent comments about the House Agriculture Committee’s farm bill, which
would significantly expand the scope of work requirements for SNAP (formerly known as food
stamps) suggest that it may be time to reconsider some aspects of TANF’s work requirement.
The House farm bill would require able-bodied adults between the ages of 18 and 59 who don’t
have a child under 6 to work or participate in a work program for at least 20 hours per week in
exchange for a benefit of about $150 to $185 a month. For those who are not employed, this
equates to less than $2 in benefits per hour of participation in a work-related activity. Failure to
meet the bill’s work requirements would result in a one year loss of benefits for the first
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infraction and three years for a subsequent one. 12 These requirements are considerably harsher
than the current rules for able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs), where the hours of
participation in a workfare or community service program can be based on the SNAP allotment
divided by the minimum wage – resulting in a weekly requirement of about 6 hours.
Rector expressed a number of reservations about the proposal, particularly the unreasonableness
of its hourly requirement:
It was easy defending the Maine program, because I could say it only asked for six hours
of community service, but it has to be proportionate. The idea here is not to punish these
people.13
Rector is referring to Maine’s recent re-imposition of the SNAP “work requirement” (really a
time limit) for ABAWDs. He also raised concerns about the minimum duration of the sanction
in the bill – an entire year for the first infraction and three years for subsequent ones:
That’s exactly what you don’t want to do. You want to have a work program where it’s
very firm but it’s very forgiving: If you didn’t do what you were supposed to do last
month, okay, we’re not going to give you the benefit, but if you want to do the right thing
this month we’ll put you back on the rolls. 14
He has also emphasized the importance of sanctions that are proportionate, i.e., related to the
degree of noncompliance.
The most effective system is to adjust benefits pro rata; if the parent performs half the
required activity, the household should receive half the normal benefits. Future benefits
can quickly be restored by raising activity to required levels. 15
According to Rector’s logic, a more reasonable approach to implementing work requirements
would be to base the hourly requirements on the size of the grant divided by the minimum wage
and to make sanctions proportionate to the degree of non-compliance.
Reforming TANF’s “Punishing” Sanctions
The goal of welfare reform and work requirements should not be to “punish” families, but to
engage them in work activities that provide a “hand up.” It is time to restore a reasonable
balance between “help” and “hassle,” using the principles Rector laid out for SNAP. (Ironically,
he has not yet reached this same conclusion for TANF.)
TANF’s work requirements should be modified as follows:
1. Set the maximum number of hours that can be required equal to the monthly grant
divided by the federal minimum wage. Instead of at least 130 hours, this would set a
ceiling on the number of required hours. Table 1 illustrates the impact across a range of
states, from those paying low benefits to those paying relatively high benefits.
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Table 1: Proposed TANF Hourly Requirements – A More Reasonable Approach
State
Mississippi
Tennessee
Illinois (median state)
California
New York

Maximum Monthly Benefit
(family of three)
$170
$185
$432
$704
$789

Maximum Monthly Hourly
Requirement
23 hours
26 hours
60 hours
97 hours
109 hours

If some states believe a higher hourly standard is warranted, they should pay a higher
benefit.
2. Eliminate automatic full-family sanctions; instead, apply the pro rata rule as a maximum,
i.e., if the participant performs half the required hours of participation, then the monthly
grant should at least equal half the maximum grant. (In most states, this would make the
sanction less harsh, but in some, most notably California and New York, this could
increase the size of the sanction, though as structured here, the proposal sets a cap on the
maximum penalty.)
3. Eliminate minimum durational requirements for sanctions; allow families who meet the
requirements by participating satisfactorily for the minimum hours required to regain
eligibility. As Rector explained, “You want to have a work program where it’s very firm
but it’s very forgiving.”
4. Allow states to test alternatives to this approach, but require a random assignment
experiment to evaluate the relative effectiveness of alternative sanction policies on
participation in work activities, welfare receipt, employment, and total family income.
This would be particularly important if states test variations of the full-family sanction.
This was the requirement prior to the 1996 law, but TANF gave states a blank check with
no accountability – it’s time to restore accountability.
Conclusion
TANF’s work requirements are unreasonable, unrealistic, and are not about connecting needy
families to work. While the proposed changes to work requirements outlined here seek to restore
the balance between “help” and “hassle,” TANF is fundamentally broken – it is first and
foremost a form of revenue sharing. States could easily evade these proposed rules by taking
advantage of the funding flexibility inherent in TANF to place all assistance cases in solely state
funded programs and continue to impose punishing sanctions. But, until policymakers have the
courage to admit that TANF is massive policy failure and that it must be repealed and replaced,
the messaging can be important. In this regard, we should remember the newfound wisdom from
the “intellectual godfather” of welfare reform:

“The idea here is not to punish these people.”
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