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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE     CONTACT: 202-225-3625 

March 22, 2023 

No. WW-01 

 

Chairman Smith and Work & Welfare Subcommittee Chairman LaHood  

Announce Subcommittee Hearing on Welfare is Broken:  

Restoring Work Requirements to Lift Americans Out of Poverty   

 
House Committee on Ways and Means Chairman Jason Smith (MO-08) and Work & Welfare 

Subcommittee Chairman Darin LaHood (IL-16) announced today that the Subcommittee on 

Work & Welfare will hold a hearing on restoring work requirements to lift Americans out of 

poverty. The hearing will take place on Wednesday, March 29, 2023, at 2:00pm in the Sam 

Johnson room located in 2020 Rayburn House Office Building.   

 

Members of the public may view the hearing via live webcast available at 

https://waysandmeans.house.gov.  The webcast will not be available until the hearing starts. 

 

In view of the limited time available to hear the witnesses, oral testimony at this hearing will be 

from invited witnesses only.  However, any individual or organization not scheduled for an oral 

appearance may submit a written statement for consideration by the Committee and for inclusion 

in the printed record of the hearing. 

 

DETAILS FOR SUBMISSION OF WRITTEN COMMENTS: 

 

Please Note:  Any person(s) and/or organization(s) wishing to submit written comments for the 

hearing record can do so here: WMSubmission@mail.house.gov.    

 

Please ATTACH your submission as a Microsoft Word document in compliance with the 

formatting requirements listed below, by the close of business on Wednesday, April 12, 2023.  

For questions, or if you encounter technical problems, please call (202) 225-3625. 

 

  

https://waysandmeans.house.gov/
mailto:WMSubmission@mail.house.gov


FORMATTING REQUIREMENTS: 

 

The Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official hearing record.  As 

always, submissions will be included in the record according to the discretion of the Committee.  

The Committee will not alter the content of your submission but reserves the right to format it 

according to guidelines.  Any submission provided to the Committee by a witness, any materials 

submitted for the printed record, and any written comments in response to a request for written 

comments must conform to the guidelines listed below.  Any submission not in compliance with 

these guidelines will not be printed but will be maintained in the Committee files for review and 

use by the Committee. 

 

All submissions and supplementary materials must be submitted in a single document via email, 

provided in Word format and must not exceed a total of 10 pages. Please indicate the title of the 

hearing as the subject line in your submission.  Witnesses and submitters are advised that the 

Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official hearing record. 

All submissions must include a list of all clients, persons and/or organizations on whose behalf 

the witness appears.  The name, company, address, telephone, and fax numbers of each witness 

must be included in the body of the email.  Please exclude any personal identifiable information 

in the attached submission. 

 

Failure to follow the formatting requirements may result in the exclusion of a submission.  All 

submissions for the record are final. 

 

ACCOMMODATIONS: 

 

The Committee seeks to make its facilities accessible to persons with disabilities.  If you require 

accommodations, please call 202-225-3625 or request via email to 

WMSubmission@mail.house.gov in advance of the event (four business days’ notice is 

requested).  Questions regarding accommodation needs in general (including availability of 

Committee materials in alternative formats) may be directed to the Committee as noted above. 

 

Note:  All Committee advisories and news releases are available on the Committee website at 

http://www.waysandmeans.house.gov/. 
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WELFARE IS BROKEN: 1 

RESTORING WORK REQUIREMENTS TO LIFT AMERICANS OUT OF POVERTY 2 

Wednesday, March 29, 2023 3 

House of Representatives, 4 

Subcommittee on Work and Welfare, 5 

Committee on Ways and Means, 6 

Washington, D.C. 7 

 8 

 The subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 2:00 p.m., in Room 2020 of the Rayburn 9 

House Office Building, Hon. Darin LaHood [chairman of the subcommittee] presiding. 10 

11 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Well, good afternoon, everybody.  I am Congressman Darin 12 

LaHood.  I want to welcome everybody to our subcommittee hearing today in the Sam 13 

Johnson Room, our first subcommittee hearing for our subcommittee, Work and Welfare.  14 

And our title of our hearing today is "Welfare is Broken:  Restoring Work Requirements to 15 

Lift Americans Out of Poverty.'' 16 

 And so I want to thank everybody for being here today.  I have an opening 17 

statement that I am going to give, and then I will turn it over to the ranking member, Mr. 18 

Davis, and then I will have our full committee chairman, Mr. Smith, he will have a 19 

statement, and then we will introduce our witnesses. 20 

 Well, good afternoon and welcome.  I want to thank everyone for joining us today 21 

on this important hearing on how we can restore work requirements to lift more Americans 22 

out of poverty. 23 

 I currently represent the 16th district of Illinois, which covers the central and 24 

northwestern part of our state.  As chairman of the Work and Welfare Subcommittee, I am 25 

proud of this committee's longstanding leadership and multi-year efforts to pass constructive 26 

and responsible welfare reform.  This subcommittee has consistently enacted policies that 27 

reduce poverty by helping families achieve self-sufficiency through the dignity and value of 28 

work. 29 

 As we all remember, the 1996 Bipartisan Welfare Reform Act, signed by President 30 

Bill Clinton with the help of a Republican Congress at the time, converted our nation's 31 

welfare system from an open-ended entitlement which caused rising welfare caseloads, long 32 

durations in poverty, and rising single parenthood into a -- into the Temporary Assistance 33 

for Needy Families, also known as TANF, which provides fixed funding to states and, for 34 

the first time, required work in exchange for benefits. 35 

 The primary goal of the TANF program is to assist families in need with a hand up, 36 
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providing a safety net of government assistance to find work and pull themselves out of 37 

poverty.  Since passage of the 1996 reform bill, welfare caseloads have dropped over 80 38 

percent -- and that is a good thing -- as families moved into the workforce and left the cycle 39 

of dependency.  The benefits of the 1996 bipartisan welfare reform have persisted decades 40 

after its passage, with children today half as likely to grow up below the poverty threshold. 41 

 Not only that, but among single-parent families, deep poverty fell from around five 42 

percent before the reform to less than one percent today.  Despite these gains, over the 43 

years work requirements in TANF have fallen flat because current law includes many 44 

loopholes that have been exploited by a number of states across the country. 45 

 Likewise, Federal rules on what counts and does not count towards the Federal work 46 

participation rate can create obstacles for moving some individuals into the workforce.  47 

Even though we know a job is the best way out of poverty, this has led to thousands of 48 

TANF recipients having zero hours of "engaged in work'' reported to the Department of 49 

Health and Human Services.  In fact, 57 percent of the work-eligible individuals on TANF 50 

recorded 0 hours of work in 2021. 51 

 Ways and Means Republicans have dedicated -- are dedicated to ensuring that there 52 

is accountability for Federal taxpayer dollars across programs, and that states are not able to 53 

game the system and avoid engaging their current TANF caseloads in opportunities for 54 

work.  We want to find solutions to help states, localities, and caseworkers effectively work 55 

with low-income families to remove barriers and support self-sufficiency by equipping them 56 

with the skills they need to be successful in the labor market. 57 

 The timing of this hearing and strengthening TANF work requirements could not be 58 

better.  Today there are nearly 11 million open jobs across the country, or 1.7 for every 59 

worker.  Our country's employers and small businesses are clamoring for workers to fill 60 

these roles.  Despite a growing economy and workforce participation rate, our workforce 61 
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participation rate is currently 62.5 percent, still below the pre-pandemic level. 62 

 Programs that lack work requirements, such as the temporary work-free cash 63 

payments Democrats provided through the Expanded Child Tax Credit last year do nothing 64 

to address the underlying problems, and may be holding a family back from success.  We 65 

cannot have a safety net system that incentivizes government dependency by paying people 66 

more not to work. 67 

 I am proud that we have the -- I am proud that we have a support system in place, but 68 

it should be a trampoline, not a generational poverty trap.  Ways and Means Republicans 69 

are dedicated to helping individuals on the sidelines move into the workforce and attain their 70 

full potential.  We must reform TANF to uplift recipients to a path of self-sufficiency and 71 

bolster our workforce.  We cannot afford to relegate an entire generation of workers to the 72 

sidelines. 73 

 I sincerely hope that we can work together in a bipartisan way, similar to the 1996 74 

Welfare Reform Act, on improving the TANF program to restore the focus on the work 75 

participation -- work preparation activities, training, support services, and case management 76 

that it takes to meaningfully lift Americans out of poverty in a sustained way.  This can and 77 

should be a bipartisan effort. 78 

 I am honored to have our guests here today to share their perspectives and expertise 79 

on TANF and moving individuals into our workforce and out of poverty. 80 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  With that, I am pleased at this time to recognize my colleague 81 

from our home state of Illinois, Ranking Member Danny Davis, for his opening statement. 82 

 *Mr. Davis.  Well, thank you.  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.  And let me 83 

add my words of welcome to our witnesses.  It is indeed a pleasure to serve on this 84 

committee with you and provide part of the leadership.  So, I am certain that we are going 85 

to have a very productive period of time. 86 

 The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program is a program for families 87 

with children.  Two-thirds of TANF recipients are children, and nearly 70 percent of them 88 

are under age 12.  Over one-third of TANF children are infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.  89 

The primary goal of TANF should be to reduce adversity for poor children by providing 90 

stability and support for their families. 91 

 Instead of focusing on how to help children, today's hearing topic seems to blame 92 

parents, grandparents, and other caregivers for their poverty, and suggests that the solution is 93 

work requirements.  There are many ways we could strengthen TANF, but placing more 94 

burdens and blame on parents, grandparents, and caregivers is not one of them. 95 

 TANF fails to help the vast majority of poor families.  Only about 1 million 96 

families receive TANF income support, and the average monthly benefit in 2021 was $517, 97 

with 14 states paying an average of $300 or less. 98 

 Most families receive child-only TANF.  That is an even more paltry sum.  This 99 

meager support is shameful, given the clear evidence that living in poverty causes both short 100 

and long-term health problems for children, damaging their futures, and also leading to 101 

unexpected and costly doctor visits that undermine work for their parents, especially for 102 

low-level entry jobs. 103 

 TANF fails families by imposing crushing administrative burdens designed to kick 104 

them off under the guise of accountability.  In fiscal year 2021 the single most common 105 
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reason for TANF case closing was failure to comply with administrative requirements.  It 106 

was a missed meeting, a late report, or a missed signature, not refusal to work. 107 

 TANF fails to remove the barriers faced by millions of family caregivers.  Nearly 108 

one-fourth of children currently receiving TANF assistance are raised by grandparents.  For 109 

these families, TANF benefits, however small, can be a lifeline, maybe enough to avoid 110 

selling their home or draining their retirement savings. 111 

 In Chair LaHood's and my state of Illinois, an estimated 75,000 families with young 112 

children are headed by grandparents.  But most grandparents-headed families do not 113 

receive TANF, despite dire financial need.  I hope that we can work together to make it 114 

easier, not harder, for kinship families to get help from TANF. 115 

 TANF fails to invest in career pathways, and in the last Congress my Republican 116 

colleagues opposed our efforts to continue the evidence-based Career Pathway Health 117 

Profession Opportunity Grant Program.  Witness after witness, both Republican and 118 

Democratic, has stressed the critical importance of improving educational opportunities for 119 

TANF recipients, so that they can access higher-caliber, good-paying jobs.  But when this 120 

committee had a chance to do it, many of my colleagues said no. 121 

 If our goal is to address the worker shortage, our peer countries have demonstrated 122 

that guaranteed childcare and paid family and medical leave substantially increased 123 

workforce participation among women.  Parents and grandparents that need help from 124 

TANF don't need more penalties, requirements, and paperwork; they need childcare.  They 125 

need a safe place to live, food to eat, reliable transportation, good education, and health care.  126 

If we want to support work, that is where we need to start. 127 

 Every American relies on the Federal Government for help sometimes.  These 128 

investments benefit us all.  They can make us the country we want to be, lifting the burdens 129 

from vulnerable families so that children can thrive. 130 

131 
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 *Mr. Davis.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I yield back. 132 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Davis.  At this time I am very pleased to 133 

have our full committee chairman here, Chairman Jason Smith, for an opening statement. 134 

 *Chairman Smith.  Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, it is a pleasure to 135 

join you for the first hearing of the Work and Welfare Subcommittee in the 118th Congress.  136 

This is a first step in ensuring that welfare programs work for America's families by helping 137 

lift them out of poverty and instead of keeping them trapped. 138 

 I know the reality faced by working-class families in America because I have lived 139 

it.  My grandparents never had running water.  I grew up with my family living in a 140 

single-wide trailer, and then we upgraded to a double-wide when I was in high school.  My 141 

father was a preacher and an auto mechanic.  And my mother, she went to work in a 142 

factory just so she could provide health insurance for our family.  143 

 Families like the one I grew up in and millions of others across America, they do the 144 

best they can to stretch every dollar to make ends meet.  Millions of families go through 145 

rough patches through no fault of their own, and they need help.  And when done correctly, 146 

welfare can be the bridge to build a better life for families who are struggling. 147 

 No one's dream is to spend their lives on government assistance.  Parents want to 148 

have the opportunity to provide for their families, put food on the table, clothes on their kids' 149 

backs, and a roof over their heads.  If we don't get welfare right, then we run the risk of 150 

trapping people in a generational cycle of poverty that makes a government check more 151 

valuable than a job, and robs them from the dignity of work. 152 

 We already see what happens when people are discouraged from working.  In our 153 

country, labor force participation still hasn't caught up to where it was before COVID.  154 

There are nearly two jobs currently available for every worker.  The simple fact is that 155 

work provides people a lifeline and a purpose.  It connects them to their communities and 156 



 
 

  8 

rewards achievement.  The bipartisan welfare reform of 1996 vindicated that approach.  157 

As child poverty fell and caseloads were reduced, welfare was a stepping stone for families, 158 

not a dead end. 159 

 Today the welfare system needs modernization.  According to the Foundation for 160 

Government Accountability, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, only about 3 million of 161 

the roughly 48.5 million able-bodied adults who received Medicaid, TANF, food stamps, 162 

public housing, or child care benefits were subject to any work requirement. 163 

 In 2021, the vast majority of states had a 0 percent -- a 0 percent -- work 164 

participation requirement for TANF, meaning many states are not being held accountable for 165 

maximizing the number of individuals on their caseloads who are engaged in work. 166 

 Government policies have too often encouraged Americans not to work, resulting in 167 

increased dependency and millions of unfilled jobs.  We should be exploring every 168 

possibility to get our fellow Americans back into the labor force, including strengthening 169 

work requirements across all government programs.  I hope this can be the area where 170 

Congress can come together and ensure that our welfare policies will work for a new 171 

generation.  172 

173 
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 *Chairman Smith.  Thank you, Mr. Chair. 174 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Chairman Smith.  We will now introduce our 175 

witnesses here today.  I will start from my left and go right. 176 

 Our first witness is Mr. Grant Collins, who is the senior vice president for workforce 177 

development at the Fedcap Group. 178 

 Next, we will have Shakirah Francis, and Shakirah is the employment services social 179 

worker supervisor for the Mecklenburg County, North Carolina Department of Social 180 

Services Employment Services Division. 181 

 Thirdly, we will hear from Ms. Heather Reynolds from South Bend, Indiana.  She is 182 

the managing director at the Lab for Economic Opportunities at the University of Notre 183 

Dame. 184 

 Next, we will hear from Jacob Maas from Grand Rapids, Michigan, and he is the 185 

chief executive officer at West Michigan Works. 186 

 And lastly, we will hear from Ms. Victoria Gray of Arizona, and she is a loving 187 

grandmother of 7 grandchildren and 41 foster children. 188 

 Welcome to you all. 189 

 With that, Mr. Collins, you are recognized for five minutes to deliver your opening 190 

statement. 191 

192 
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STATEMENT OF GRANT COLLINS, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT FOR WORKFORCE 193 

DEVELOPMENT, FEDCAP GROUP, NEW YORK, NEW YORK 194 

 195 

 *Mr. Collins.  Good afternoon, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood, Ranking 196 

Member Davis, and distinguished members of the subcommittee.  Thank you for inviting 197 

me to testify on restoring the work requirement to lift Americans out of poverty. 198 

 I lead on workforce development for the Fedcap Group, a company dedicated to 199 

improving the economic well-being of those with barriers to work.  I am pleased to be here 200 

today, as I wish to offer a few insights from my current role and my former role as deputy 201 

director of the Office of Family Assistance, the Federal agency that oversees the Temporary 202 

Assistance for Needy Families Program.  It was our office that drafted the TANF 203 

regulations as a result of the passage of the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005. 204 

 In particular, I am here to outline some of the current loopholes that impact the 205 

program, to provide some insights regarding the approaches we took in 2005 to strengthen 206 

TANF, and to share some recommendations. 207 

 States must keep at least 50 percent of adults participating in activities like 208 

employment, job search, or vocational training.  States receive credit toward meeting the 209 

50 percent work rate if they reduce caseloads over time.  For example, if a state had a 210 

caseload of 10,000 in 1997 and reduced it by 5,000 by 2002, its 2003 work participation 211 

requirement would have been 0. 212 

 Currently, states have utilized a few ways to meet the work requirement that do little 213 

to further the objectives of the TANF program.  Some states move selected cases from 214 

TANF into solely state-funded programs which are not subject to TANF rules, and states 215 

increase their rates by adding already-working families, by adding small amounts of TANF 216 

cash assistance to their case so that they can count. 217 
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 While these practices are allowable, they fail to address those with real barriers in 218 

need for assistance.  In fiscal year 2021, 57 percent of TANF cases had 0 hours in any 219 

work activity for the entire year. 220 

 Another key provision of welfare reform is what is called Maintenance of Effort, or 221 

MOE requirements.  MOE makes sure that states continue to invest their own money in the 222 

program.  While the Federal Government provides actual cash, currently many more states 223 

use eligible TANF expenditures to meet MOE requirements rather than actual spending on 224 

TANF work activities and supports. 225 

 For example, a state might decide to provide a scholarship fund for low-income 226 

families out of their education department.  That expenditure may then qualify as state 227 

MOE if it is reported as meeting a TANF purpose, even though the scholarships may not go 228 

to TANF recipients. 229 

 While this practice is allowable, if overused it weakens the Federal-state partnership, 230 

as states have little skin in the game when it comes to moving more of the caseload into 231 

activities that lead to sustainable employment. 232 

 These are only some of the ways around these requirements.  It is important to 233 

address the full array of current work and MOE requirement loopholes if the goal is to move 234 

more to work.  235 

 The Bush reforms sought to strengthen the work requirement and the Federal-state 236 

partnership.  The DRA defined work activities, required work activities to be supervised, 237 

and required states address their internal controls via a work verification plan.  Specifically, 238 

we recalibrated the base year for the caseload reduction credit from 1996 to 2005.  Work 239 

requirements can be strengthened by recalibrating the base year for the credit on a biannual 240 

basis. 241 

 Defining work activities to include evidence-based parenting, education, pre-242 
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apprenticeships, and apprenticeships can help more families be ready for jobs in the new 243 

economy. 244 

 A new high-performance bonus focused on outcomes such as job entry, job 245 

retention, and earnings increases could provide the impetus for states to continue to work 246 

with those who are employed to further improve their economic mobility. 247 

 Overall, states should be applauded for their efforts at getting people into work.  248 

Under new reforms, our nation's social safety net can become the economic trampoline for 249 

thousands of Americans who can succeed in work and exit poverty. 250 

 Thank you, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood, and Ranking Member Davis for the 251 

opportunity to testify.  I look forward to answering any questions you might have. 252 

 [The statement of Mr. Collins follows:] 253 

 254 

**********COMMITTEE INSERT********** 255 

256 



 

 

Statement of Grant Collins 

Senior Vice President, Workforce Development Practice Area for the Fedcap Group 

Good afternoon, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and distinguished Members 

of the Subcommittee.  Thank you for inviting me to testify on Restoring the Work Requirement to Lift 

Americans Out of Poverty. 

I lead Workforce Development for the Fedcap Group, a company dedicated to improving the economic 

well-being of those with barriers to employment.  I am pleased to be here today, as I wish to offer a few 

insights from my current role and my former role as the Deputy Director of the Office of Family Assistance, 

the federal agency that oversees the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program.  It was our 

office that drafted the TANF regulations as a result of the passage of the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005.   

In particular, I am here to outline some of the current loopholes that impact the program, to provide some 

insights regarding the approaches we took in 2005 to strengthen TANF, and to share some 

recommendations.  

Work requirements were a key part of welfare reform in 1996.  States must keep at least 50 percent of 

adults participating in activities like employment, job search, or vocational training.  States receive credit 

toward meeting the 50 percent work rate if they reduce caseloads over time.  For example, if a state had 

an adult caseload of 10,000 in 1997, and reduced it by 5,000 by 2002, its 2003 work participation 

requirement would have been zero.   

Currently, states have utilized a few ways to meet the work requirement that do little to further the 

objectives of the TANF program. To meet the work participation rate: (1) Some states move selected cases 

from TANF into “solely state-funded” programs, which are not subject to TANF rules; (2) Others solely state 

fund enough cases removed from the TANF program each month to meet their own work requirement; 

and (3), states increase their rates by adding working families from other programs, which are given small 

amounts of TANF cash assistance in order to count.    

While these practices are allowable, they fail to address those with real barriers and need for assistance. 

In FY 2021, 57 percent of adult TANF cases had zero hours in any work activity for the entire year.  

Another key provision of welfare reform is what is called maintenance-of-effort or MOE requirements.  

MOE makes sure that states continue to invest their own money in the program. The goals of the work 

and MOE requirements were to solidify the federal-state partnership, and that both parties were 

financially invested in helping families become self-sufficient. 

While the federal government provides actual cash, currently, many more states use “eligible TANF 

expenditures” to meet MOE requirements rather than actual spending on TANF work activities and 

supports.  For example, a state may decide to provide a scholarship fund for low-income families out of 

their education department. That expenditure may then qualify as state MOE if it is reported as meeting 

a TANF purpose, even though the scholarships may not go to TANF recipients.   

While this practice is also allowable, if overused, it weakens the federal-state partnership, as states have 

little “skin in the game” when it comes to moving more of the caseload into activities that lead to 

sustainable employment.      



 

 

These are only some of the ways around work and MOE requirements.    

It is important to address the full array of current work and MOE requirement loopholes if the goal is to 

realize more moving into work. 

The Bush administration reauthorization sought to strengthen the work requirement and the federal-state 

partnership. Our reforms initially focused on universal engagement, partial credits, and a higher 

participation rate.  The overall approach was to have as many people as possible participate, improving 

their readiness for work for most of the time they were on assistance. 

The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (DRA) defined work activities, required that activities be supervised, and 

required that states address their internal controls via a work verification plan. We placed an emphasis on 

healthy marriage and responsible fatherhood by providing grants to states and programs.    

We took over 5,000 public comments and met with all 50 states, DC, and territories, as we conducted ten 

listening sessions to hear from them directly regarding reauthorization, before drafting the final rules.  We 

met with leadership from the American Public Human Services Association (APHSA), the National 

Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), the National Association of Counties (NACO), and other groups as 

a part of the consultation process, along with many other advocacy groups and other stakeholders.         

Specifically, we recalibrated the base year for the caseload reduction credit from 1996 to 2005. Far too 

many states effectively had no work requirement to meet due to the dramatic decline in the caseloads 

since the mid-1990’s, and caseload declines had begun to stall around 2002.  States were highly successful 

at getting people to work in those early years and our policy efforts sought to extend those results by 

strengthening the work requirement. The Bush reform efforts also continued high levels of support for 

childcare through the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF).   

The next reauthorization can strengthen work requirements by recalibrating the base year for the credit 

on a bi-annual basis.  

MOE spending can be more directly tied to efforts that reward work and retention, and other work-focused 

benefits and supports.  

More can be done to help those on the caseload, including those with health claims, so they can engage 

in wellness and other health stabilization activities. 

Defining work activities to include evidence-based parenting education, pre-apprenticeships, and 
apprenticeships  can help more families be ready for jobs in the new economy.  

States could be further incentivized to focus on outcomes such as job entry, job retention, and earnings 

increases through enactment of a new high-performance bonus.  This could provide an impetus for states 

to continue to work with those who are employed, to further improve their economic mobility.      

Overall, states should be applauded for their efforts at getting people into work. Under new reforms, our 

nation’s social safety net can become the economic trampoline for thousands of Americans who can 

succeed in work and exit poverty.    

Thank you, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood and Ranking Member Davis, for the opportunity to testify.  

I look forward to answering any questions you might have.        
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Collins.  We will turn now to Ms. Francis. 257 

258 
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STATEMENT OF SHAKIRAH FRANCIS, EMPLOYMENT SERVICES SOCIAL WORK 259 

SUPERVISOR, DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SERVICES EMPLOYMENT SERVICES 260 

DIVISION, MECKLENBURG COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA 261 

 262 

 *Ms. Francis.  Good afternoon, Committee Chairman Smith, Subcommittee 263 

Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the committee.  Thank you 264 

for the opportunity to provide testimony on the current Temporary Assistance to Needy 265 

Families Program from my perspective as a social work supervisor in Mecklenburg County, 266 

North Carolina. 267 

 In my current role I manage a team of social workers with active caseloads.  I am 268 

also responsible for reviewing, analyzing, and implementing current TANF processes.  My 269 

remarks today will describe our engagement approach, measurement challenges, and 270 

observations based on my frontline and supervisory experience. 271 

 The Mecklenburg County Department of Community Resources, through the 272 

Workforce Employment Services Program, provides social work services to eligible 273 

participants of the TANF program.  Our county is in one of the nine states that delegates 274 

TANF administration, including maintenance of effort requirements, to counties.  Our 275 

services include removing barriers to employment, which include assisting with referrals 276 

and connection to community resources such as housing, behavioral and physical health, 277 

substance use, food, transportation, child care, and other daily needs. 278 

 Each participant is engaged in an initial assessment in which a personal information 279 

form is used to gather pertinent information regarding the customer's family, educational, 280 

health, and employment background.  A mutual responsibility agreement is completed with 281 

participants that indicates activities the participant is required to complete to achieve -- to 282 

receive their monthly benefits, and the actions the social worker will take to assist the 283 
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customer in reaching their full potential in the program.  The agreement outlines the 284 

required hours the participant must complete each month, which correlates with the required 285 

monthly rate.  The agreement also specifically spells out the hours required each week, 286 

along with the participant's assigned component. 287 

 The workforce program currently uses a participation rate to measure the success of 288 

participants.  The workforce customer must participate in a set number of core components, 289 

including independent job search, job readiness classes, vocational training, work 290 

experience, and other activities regulated through state and Federal guidelines. 291 

 However, measuring our participants' performance by the number of hours 292 

completed only provides data for half the story.  Focusing on the rate as the only means of 293 

measurement for success within the workforce program removes the human aspect of the 294 

program.  Participants in the program are often overcoming immense obstacles such as 295 

trauma, homelessness, mental and physical health concerns, substance abuse issues, and yet 296 

are required to fully participate in the program. 297 

 The current participation rate does not measure comprehensive family success.  It 298 

also does not measure a customer successfully completing substance abuse treatment, and 299 

family reunification.  Nor does the participation rate measure a family securing housing to 300 

stabilize their family to be able to work. 301 

 These types of actions by a participant indicate successful movement towards 302 

self-sustainability.  However, individuals do enter the TANF program ready to immediately 303 

participate in employment activities with little to no barriers, and may simply need 304 

assistance with connecting to job leads and vocational training.  However, as mentioned 305 

previously, there are several participants who have barriers that need to be addressed prior to 306 

becoming employment-ready.  Unfortunately, these participants are required to meet the 307 

monthly mandatory participation rates, while at the same time having to address their 308 
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barriers towards stability. 309 

 Another struggle within the TANF program is the effectiveness of the TANF 310 

components.  The components are arranged between countable and non-countable 311 

activities.  Some of these countable activities can only be used for a short period of time.  312 

 Capping the amount of job search/job readiness hours available to a customer does 313 

not benefit participants in a downward economy or an individual who has limited 314 

educational or employment skill sets. 315 

 Statistical measurements of the workforce program would benefit from focusing on 316 

tangible successes of participants, rather than a rate.  These tangible successes could 317 

include the measurement of the number of participants who obtain employment within a set 318 

period of time from their entrance into the workforce program.  Customers who 319 

successfully complete vocational training or increase their educational status while 320 

participating in the TANF program should also be considered a successful measurement. 321 

 In the sake of time, I will close with an example from our program.  A 25-year-old 322 

mother of one applied for TANF assistance in January 2022.  The customer was seeking 323 

financial assistance, assistance securing employment, and child care.  The customer had 324 

little family support, and reported relocating to the city to find better job opportunities.  Her 325 

career focus was on health care, customer service, and clerical work.  She received 326 

assistance from a workforce employment social worker.  After assessing her situation, she 327 

was assisted with child care, mileage reimbursement, and connected to a mental health 328 

professional.  Overall, she was successful in addressing her mental health needs, and 329 

secured full-time employment, earning $22 an hour, or $42,000 per year. 330 

 Mr. Chairman and committee members, on behalf of our county manager and board, 331 

thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today. 332 

 [The statement of Ms. Francis follows:] 333 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Ms. Francis.  I will now recognize Ms. 337 

Reynolds. 338 

339 
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STATEMENT OF HEATHER REYNOLDS, MANAGING DIRECTOR, LAB FOR 340 

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME, NOTRE 341 

DAME, INDIANA 342 

 343 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  Thank you, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member 344 

Davis, and members of the committee.  I serve at the Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic 345 

Opportunities, or LEO, at the University of Notre Dame, where we work with innovative 346 

service providers to build rigorous evidence around programs designed to move people 347 

permanently out of poverty. 348 

 Prior to joining LEO, I spent two decades as CEO of Catholic Charities, Fort Worth.  349 

The clients we had the honor to serve are who taught me about poverty, struggle, and 350 

strength, and also about the incredible disconnect that exists between policy and on-the-351 

ground work.  352 

 The TANF program is one in particular that is particularly head-scratching to me.  I 353 

observed many clients that benefited from TANF and many more working poor that were 354 

not qualified.  I observed how recipients were required to often do various activities to 355 

keep their benefits, but these activities often had little to do with actually getting them into 356 

the workforce. 357 

 In the research we conduct at LEO, I see studies that show us what works to put 358 

people on a pathway out of poverty.  These experiences lead me to express three points to 359 

you today. 360 

 First, TANF needs to be restructured in a way that gives people a way out of poverty.  361 

I will never forget Christina, as I sat in on a meeting with her about savings.  As her case 362 

manager broached the subject, Christina, a single mom with two children, responded, "I am 363 

a great saver.''  Her strategies were sound.  Every time she used her debit card, she got $5 364 
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cash back, and put it toward her savings.  Her case manager asked where she saved it.  "In 365 

a plastic piggy bank in the back of my closet.''  And when her case manager asked how 366 

much, she shared, "Oh, $6,000.'' 367 

 This single mom was a great saver.  She worked part-time because she had small 368 

children to care for, and no help after fleeing a domestic violence situation.  She was going 369 

to school supported by Catholic Charities to be ready for a living-wage job once her 370 

youngest hit kindergarten.  Until then, she couldn't put her money in a bank.  Why?  It 371 

would be an asset, and she would lose all public benefits.  372 

 She would have to spend her savings.  She would have to try to get back on 373 

benefits.  And the time lapse would cause her to go into debt.  When she did get that 374 

living-wage job, she would have no savings, but she would have plenty of debt.  She had 375 

kept her money in the back of her closet because, for Christina, it was the soundest financial 376 

decision she could make.  Christina needed TANF dollars, her part-time job, and support 377 

from Catholic Charities to stay afloat while she worked to improve her situation. 378 

 Second, TANF needs to be designed in a way where financial assistance is flexible 379 

and case management is robust.  I met Rosa's family when they were about to be evicted.  380 

Her husband was making $24,000 a year.  Rosa needed to get to work.  Catholic Charities 381 

got Rosa a job and she quit.  We got her another job and she quit.  Most of us would say 382 

maybe Rosa wasn't serious about wanting to work, but Rosa's case manager knew her way 383 

too well to believe that. 384 

 Rosa was placing her son, or her two-year-old son in a daycare situation that would 385 

make most of us moms shudder.  It was all she could afford.  Her case manager made a 386 

deal with Rosa.  Rosa would find a safe, reasonably-priced child care center.  We would 387 

pay for the first three months, and then half the costs of the next three months, as long as 388 

Rosa kept that job.  This afforded her to accomplish all of her goals:  a safe place for her 389 
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son, the ability to work, and the ability to get six months of paychecks under her belt before 390 

the whole childcare bill fell to her. 391 

 And guess what?  Rosa is a certified IT specialist, promoted three times over the 392 

last six years.  Her family is thriving, and she has never had to ask for help since.  Rosa 393 

benefited from flexible funding to help her with her most pressing need:  safe, quality 394 

childcare so she could increase her financial standing as a family. 395 

 And third, we have got to let evidence lead the way.  TANF funds are used for 396 

many things, including job training, child care, and cash assistance.  We don't have great 397 

information about which of these efforts work, and in some cases research shows us they 398 

don't work.  Evidence-building and usage has got to be key in reform. 399 

 At LEO, we have over 90 research partners building evidence to help us understand 400 

what works.  We take the most creative leaders across social services, design studies with 401 

them, understanding the impact of their services.  These organizations do it because they 402 

believe if they can understand their impact, it can be used to scale and replicate their work.  403 

 It is your role to pay attention to this evidence and to use it.  As policymakers, you 404 

need to be shouting from the rooftops -- or, said another way, allocating public policy 405 

dollars -- to allow their evidence-based solutions to scale because they work. 406 

 In closing, it is an honor to serve at the University of Notre Dame, who has a clear 407 

mandate to be a force for good in our country.  The research we are producing continues to 408 

tell us the way to move low-income Americans to a life outside of poverty is through 409 

flexible financial assistance and case management.  The answers are there.  We just need 410 

you to follow the evidence. 411 

 [The statement of Ms. Reynolds follows:] 412 

 413 
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415 



 

 
 

 

 

Testimony of Heather Reynolds 
Michael L. Smith Managing Director 

Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic Opportunities (LEO) 
University of Notre Dame 

   
Before the U.S. House of Representatives 

Committee on Ways and Means 
Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 

  
March 29, 2023 

 
Introduction 
 
Thank you, Chairman Smith, Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and 
Members of the Committee. I serve as the Managing Director of the Wilson 
Sheehan Lab for Economic Opportunities, or LEO, at the University of Notre Dame, 
where we work with innovative service providers to build rigorous evidence around 
programs designed to move people permanently out of poverty. Our mission is to 
reduce poverty in the United States through evidence-based programs and 
policies.  
 
Prior to joining LEO, I spent almost two decades as CEO of Catholic Charities Fort 
Worth. The clients we had the honor to serve are people who taught me about 
poverty, about struggle and strength, and about the incredible disconnect that 
exists between policy and on-the-ground work.  
 
The TANF program is one that was particularly head scratching to me in my days 
as a provider and now in the role I have at Notre Dame. I observed many clients 
who benefitted from TANF and many more who were working poor and not 
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qualified. I observed how recipients often were required to do various activities to 
keep their benefits, but those activities did little to appropriately support them into 
the workforce. In the research we conduct at LEO, I see studies that show us what 
works to put people on a pathway out of poverty—often a combination of flexible 
financial assistance paired with intensive case management.  
 
These experiences lead me to express three main points with you today.           
 
My first point is that TANF needs to be restructured in a way that does not make 
people worse off, but instead gives them a way out. 
 
I will never forget Kristina as I sat in on a meeting with her about savings. As her 
case manager broached the subject, Kristina, a single mom with two children, 
responded with “I am a good saver.” Her strategies were sound—every time she 
used her debit card, she got $5 cash back and put it towards her savings. Her case 
manager asked where she saved it. “In a plastic piggy bank in the back of my 
closet.” And when her case manager asked her how much she had, she shared, “Oh, 
around $6,000.” 
 
This single mom was a great saver—no doubt. She only worked part-time because 
she had small children to care for and no help after fleeing a horrific domestic 
violence situation. She was going to vocational school, supported by Catholic 
Charities, to be ready for a full-time job once her youngest hit kindergarten—a job 
that would pay her a living wage and solve future benefit needs. Until then, she 
couldn’t put her money in a safe place like a bank. Why? It would be an asset and 
she would lose all public benefits, including TANF. She would have to spend her 
savings over the next few months to make up for the loss of benefits. She would 
have to try to get back on benefits, and the time lapse would cause her to go into 
debt. When she did get that living wage job, she would have no savings. What she 
would have would be plenty of debt. She had to keep her money in the back of her 
closet, because it was the soundest financial decision she could make in her 
situation.  
 
Kristina needed her TANF dollars, her part-time job, and support from Catholic 
Charities to stay afloat while she worked to improve her earnings and her family’s 
stability. 
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LEO recently completed a study where there were similarities to the services 
Kristina received. The Bridges to Success program is designed to provide working 
poor residents of Rochester, New York with economic mobility mentors. These 
mentors help participants move out of poverty, one issue at a time, by focusing on 
housing, family support, debt and savings, education, and employment.  
 
Participants set explicit goals and work to achieve self-sufficiency while being 
provided with financial incentives along the way. This pairing of mentorship and 
financial help allows the clients to handle today and make measurable steps closer 
to a life outside of poverty tomorrow. 
 
LEO’s rigorous study, a randomized controlled trial of Bridges to Success, 
measured the impact of the program on the working poor individuals it serves. And 
participants, compared to a control group, are more likely to be employed, and this 
result persists over time. 
 
Why does this program get such great results? Because it meets a family where 
they are today and sequences services in a variety of domains to get them where 
we want them to be tomorrow. Programs like this understand the fine dance of how 
to move a family out of poverty. 
 
My second point is that TANF needs to be designed in a way where financial 
assistance is flexible and case management is robust. 
 
I met Rosa’s family when they were just about to be evicted. Her husband was 
working but making only about $24,000 a year. Rosa needed to get to work. 
 
Catholic Charities got Rosa a job and she quit. We got her another job and she quit. 
Many would say Rosa wasn’t serious about working. But Rosa’s case manager 
knew her too well to believe that. Rosa was placing her two-year-old son in a 
daycare situation that most of us mamas would shudder at. It was all she could 
afford.  
 
Her case manager made a deal with Rosa. Rosa would find a safe, reasonably 
priced childcare center. We would pay for the first three months of childcare, and 
then half of the next three months, as long as Rosa kept a job. This afforded Rosa 
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the opportunity to meet all of her goals—a safe place for her son, the ability to 
work, and the ability to get six months of paychecks under her belt before the 
whole childcare bill fell to her. 
 
And guess what? Rosa is now a certified IT specialist, promoted three times over 
the last six years. Her family is thriving, and she never asked for help since. Rosa 
benefited from flexible funding to help with her most pressing need—safe, quality 
childcare—so that she could work and increase her family's financial standing. 
 
We have research to back up this flexible, robust approach. LEO recently 
completed a randomized controlled trial study of the Padua program. Padua is a 
holistic case management program designed by Catholic Charities Fort Worth to 
address the unique assortment of barriers faced by families in poverty. Because of 
small caseloads, they are able to build strong relationships with families. Families 
have access to strategic, flexible financial assistance that case managers can use 
to incentivize the behavior that leads them to achieve their goals. 
 
Padua clients were 25% more likely to be employed, and those who were 
unemployed when offered Padua services earn 46% more. They are 60% more 
likely to be stably housed 24 months later and experience a sharp decline in credit 
card debt that persists over time. 
 
My third point is that we need evidence to lead the way. 
 
TANF funds are used for many things including job training, childcare, and cash 
assistance. And unfortunately, we do not have great information about which of 
these efforts are effective. In some cases, we have research that demonstrates 
they are ineffective. Evidence building and usage has to be key in any welfare 
reform efforts. 
 
At LEO, we have over 90 research projects building evidence to help us 
understand what works. We take the most creative leaders in this space and 
design research studies, studying the impact of their services. It is hard enough to 
run a social service agency and then add on top of that a research study. But these 
organizations do it because they believe if they can understand their impact, it can 
be used to scale and replicate their work. Many of our provider partners serve 
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TANF recipients who work, and they also serve poor families who work but do not 
qualify for TANF. To get people to move out of poverty (whether that includes 
TANF or not), we need evidence-based programs that work. 
 
It is your role to pay attention to this evidence and to use it. As policymakers, we 
need you shouting from the rooftops—or said another way, allocating policy dollars 
to allow evidence-based services to scale, because they work.  
 
Case in point is the Goodwill Excel Center of Central and Southern Indiana, which 
operates 15 tuition-free, public charter high schools that support adult learners in 
completing their state-certified high school diploma. The Excel Center provides 
small classes on a flexible schedule, assistance with transportation, on-site 
childcare, and life coaching. 
 
It works—and some states are following the evidence. Arizona recently allocated 
$12 million to replicate this model in Phoenix. Indiana is currently considering the 
Governor’s proposal to expand Excel Centers statewide with $14 million 
appropriations over the next two years. 
 
It’s your turn—you want to see people off of government programs and frankly, the 
majority of people on government programs want to see themselves off of them 
too. Let’s invest where the evidence directs us—the Goodwill Excel Centers are a 
great example. 
 
Closing 
 
In closing, it is an honor to serve at the University of Notre Dame, which has a clear 
mandate to be a force for good in our country. The research we are producing 
continues to tell us that the way low-income Americans achieve a life outside of 
poverty is through flexible financial assistance paired with mentorship or case 
management. The answers are there—we just need you to follow the evidence. 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Ms. Reynolds.  We will now recognize Mr. 416 

Maas for five minutes. 417 

 Thank you. 418 

419 
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STATEMENT OF JACOB MAAS, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, WEST MICHIGAN 420 

WORKS!, GRAND RAPIDS, MICHIGAN 421 

 422 

 *Mr. Maas.  Great, thank you.  Good afternoon, Chairman Smith, Chairman 423 

LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the subcommittee. 424 

 West Michigan Works! serves as a local workforce development agency, and our 425 

region consists of 7 counties annually serving approximately 3,000 employers and 40,000 426 

job-seekers out of 8 service centers, 3 satellite offices, and many home offices. 427 

 I am very passionate about the population we serve, especially in our TANF 428 

programs.  If there is one thing that I have learned over the years, it is when you directly 429 

impact an individual you are impacting their family and you are impacting the community. 430 

 I started my career in workforce development 20 years ago as an employer account 431 

representative in the Michigan Works! network, working directly with job-seekers who are 432 

receiving TANF, preparing them for employment, and with employers who would hire, 433 

train, and retain those individuals. 434 

 Early in my career I was ill-prepared, as the barriers were far more complicated than 435 

college prepared me for.  I remember picking up individuals from their homes to get them 436 

to work on time when public transportation failed them.  I remember going to an 437 

individual's home following up on why he did not show up to work, only to find he was 438 

dealing with a family crisis, as his teenager ran away from home.  I also remember running 439 

into individuals at a local Meijer who were thankful for working together, and excited to tell 440 

me about their new job.  While the circumstances surrounding each of their lives was 441 

unique, it was clear to me that they were not looking for a handout, but rather a hand up. 442 

 Our TANF program handled all things employment-training-related and gave them 443 

the hand up they needed.  Those services included orientation to the program, soft skills 444 
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development, barrier removal, career planning, high school equivalency or GED prep, 445 

referrals to short-term training programs, support services, transitional supports, and helping 446 

retain employment. 447 

 I held several other positions while working in the TANF program, including 448 

manager and assistant manager.  In 2010, I transitioned to administration of programs, and 449 

since then I have served on several statewide committees involving process and policy 450 

improvements to our TANF program. 451 

 Early in my career our state was at risk of $36 million in sanctions for not meeting 452 

work participation rate requirements.  The challenge was that our infrastructure and IT 453 

systems were ill equipped to track work participation rates, programs weren't designed to 454 

meet work participation rates, and a large number of individuals were enrolled in activities 455 

that didn't count towards their participation rate, despite being better suited to help the 456 

individual in the long run. 457 

 For example, an individual couldn't be enrolled and still can't be enrolled in GED full 458 

time.  Individuals could only be in training programs for a short period of time before their 459 

hours stopped counting, even if the individual is on track to get their credential and increase 460 

their earnings. 461 

 We were and are still dealing with difficult rules like having the fifth week of job 462 

search not count toward participation hours, and individuals who are referred to us in the 463 

middle of the month who have a slim chance of meeting work participation rate for the 464 

month.  It makes no sense to me that their hours wouldn't be prorated for the month, 465 

depending on when they were referred.  Bottom line is that work participation rate doesn't 466 

work. 467 

 Fortunately, in Michigan, due to partnerships we have with our state departments of 468 

Labor and Economic Opportunity and Department of Health and Human Services, also 469 
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known as the PATH Program, we have been able to solve these problems through caseload 470 

reduction credits where we can enroll a small percentage of individuals into high school 471 

equivalency and GED completion.  Implemented in 2020, it provides an opportunity for 472 

participants to pursue high school completion or equivalency without facing the adverse 473 

effects of not meeting the work participation rate requirement. 474 

 The challenge is that, culturally, there is still the mindset that we must meet 475 

performance locally.  In our region we are dealing with five different DHS directors who 476 

are held to the standard of work participation rate, and one person can fail performance for 477 

that DHS, especially in our rural counties. 478 

 I applaud the committee's challenge of reimagining what TANF can look like.  479 

Working directly with the population in a variety of roles, I have learned a few things that I 480 

hope you will find useful, and we would like to offer a few suggestions from our 481 

organization. 482 

 Focus on outcomes, not outputs.  Work participation rate doesn't work. 483 

 Consider aligning the outcomes with Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act, which 484 

is about credential attainment, employment, employment retention, and earnings. 485 

 When designing the program we would be comfortable with participation hours, but 486 

each individual's needs are going to be unique.  Allow the states and local areas the 487 

flexibility to enroll them in programs that are best suited for the individuals, and certainly 488 

allow high school equivalency, GED, and post-secondary training as options. 489 

 And maybe a dream to me, but consider integrating programs.  Texas and Michigan 490 

have unique models where workforce development boards are delivering Workforce and 491 

Innovation Opportunity Act, Wagner-Peyser Trade Act, and welfare reform.  A siloed 492 

approach to employment training programs creates confusion for employers and job-seekers 493 

alike.  Just as our employers don't care where our funding streams are coming from, neither 494 
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do our job-seekers.  At the end of the day, our job-seekers just want a decent-paying job, 495 

and our employers just want the talent they need to remain competitive. 496 

 We have a local success story submitted in my written statement.  With that, I just 497 

want to open it up for opportunity for questions.  Thank you, Chairman. 498 

 [The statement of Mr. Maas follows:] 499 

 500 
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ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE 
Area Community Services  

Employment & Training Council  
215 Straight Ave NW 

Grand Rapids, MI 49504 
(616) 336-4100 

 
SERVICE CENTERS 

Allegan County 
3255 122nd Ave 

Allegan, MI 49010 
(269) 686-5079 

 
Barry County 
130 E State St 

Hastings, MI 49058 
(616) 649-9850 

 
Ionia County 

603 W Adams St 
Ionia, MI 48846 
(616) 389-8525 

 
Kent County 

121 Franklin SE 
Grand Rapids, MI 49507 

(616) 336-4040 
 

215 Straight Ave NW 
Grand Rapids, MI 49504 

(616) 336-4460 
 

10075 Northland Dr NE 
Rockford, MI 49341 

(616) 228-6724 
 

Montcalm County 
114 S Greenville W Dr 
Greenville, MI 48838 

(616) 754-3611 
 

Muskegon County 
316 Morris Ave 

Muskegon, MI 49440 
(231) 724-6381 

 
Ottawa County 

12331 James St, Suite 130 
Holland, MI 49424 

(616) 396-2154 

 

West Michigan Works! is a division of ACSET, an 
equal opportunity employer/program and a proud 

partner of the American Job Center network. 
Auxiliary aids and services are available upon request 
to individuals with disabilities. West Michigan Works! 
is supported by state and federal funds; more details 

at westmiworks.org/about/. TTY 711. 
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Good afternoon Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the 
subcommittee. My name is Jacob Maas and I have the privilege to serve as CEO of 
West Michigan Works! since its creation in 2015.   

West Michigan Works! serves as the local workforce development agency and our 
region consists of 7 counties; annually we serve approximately 3,000 employers 
and 40,000 job seekers out of 8 service centers, 3 satellite offices, and many home 
offices.  

I am very passionate about the population we serve…especially in our TANF 
programs. If there is one thing that I have learned over the years it’s that when you 
directly impact an individual, you impact their family and if you are impacting their 
family, you are making an impact on the community.   

I started my career in workforce development 20 years ago working as an 
Employer Account Representative in the Michigan Works! network. I was working 
directly with job seekers who were receiving TANF...preparing them for 
employment, and with employers who would hire, train, and retain those 
individuals. Early in my career, I was ill-prepared as the barriers were far more 
complicated than college prepared me for. I remember picking up individuals from 
their homes to get them to work on time when public transportation failed them. I 
remember going to an individual’s home following up on why he did not show up 
to work…only to find that he was dealing with a family crisis -- his teenager ran 
away from home. I also remember running into individuals at our local Meijer who 
were thankful for working together and excited to tell me about their new job. 
While the circumstances surrounding each of their lives were unique, it was clear 
that they were not there for a handout, but rather a hand up.   

Our TANF program handled all things employment and training related and gave 
them the hand up. Those services included orientation to the program, soft skills 
development, barrier removal, career planning, High School Equivalency or General 
Education Diploma, referrals to short-term training, support services, transitional 
supports, and helping retain employment. I held several other positions while 
working in the TANF program including manager and assistant manager.   
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In 2010, I transitioned to the administration of programs and since then I have served 
on several statewide committees involving process and policy improvements to our 
TANF program. Early in my career, our state was at risk of $36 million in sanctions for 
not meeting work participation rates (WPR). The challenge was that our infrastructure 
and IT systems were ill-equipped to track work participation rates, programs weren’t 
designed to meet work participation rates, and a large number of individuals were 
enrolled in activities that didn’t count towards their participation, despite being better 
suited to help the individual in the long run. For example, an individual couldn’t be 
enrolled, and still can’t be enrolled, into GED full-time. Individuals could only be in 
training programs for a short period of time before their hours stopped counting even 
though the individual was on track to get their credential and increase their earnings. 
We were, and are still, dealing with difficult rules like having the 5th week of job search 
not count towards participation hours and individuals who are referred to us in the 
middle of the month who have a slim chance of meeting work participation for the 
month. It makes no sense to me that their hours wouldn’t be prorated for the month 
depending on when they were referred. Bottom line is that work participation rate 
doesn’t work.   

Fortunately in Michigan, due to the partnership we have with our state departments 
of Labor and Economic Opportunity and Department of Health and Human Services 
(known as the PATH Program), we have been able to solve these problems through 
caseload reduction credits where we can enroll a small percentage of individuals into 
high school equivalency and GED completion. Implemented in 2020, it provides an 
opportunity for participants to pursue high school completion, or equivalency, 
without facing the adverse effects of not meeting the work participation requirement. 
The challenge is that culturally there is still the mindset that we must meet 
performance locally. In our region we are dealing with five different DHS directors 
who are held to the standard of work participation rates and one person can fail 
performance for that DHS, especially in our rural counties.   

I applaud the committee’s challenge of re-imagining what TANF can look like. Working 
directly with the population in a variety of roles I have learned a few things that I hope 
you find useful, and we would like to offer a few suggestions from our organization:   

1. Focus on outcomes, not outputs. Work participation doesn’t work. Consider 
aligning the outcomes with the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
which is about credential attainment, employment, employment retention 
and earnings.   
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2. When designing the program, we would be comfortable with a framework of 
participation hours, but as each individual’s needs are going to be unique, 
allow the states and local areas the flexibility to enroll them in programs that 
are best suited for the individual and certainly allow HS Equivalency/GED and 
post-secondary training as options. There is enough data to support that 
having increased education and skills increases earning potential. We have 
also experienced tremendous success with apprenticeship programs, and we 
have received national awards for our work. Just as important though would 
be activities and time for barrier removal. Finding childcare can take time, 
dealing with legal issues takes time. We need to be able to have the flexibility 
to address the barriers before we can even help with a plan for employment.   

3. Maybe a dream to me…but consider integrating programs. Texas and 
Michigan have unique models where the workforce development boards are 
delivering Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, Wagner-Peyser, Trade 
Act, and welfare reform. A siloed approach to employment and training 
programs creates confusion for employers and job seekers alike. Just as our 
employers don’t care which funding streams we are using, neither do our job 
seekers. At the end of the day our job seekers just want a decent paying job 
and our employers just want the talent they need to remain competitive.  

4. Locally we often struggle with the benefits cliff. The fact that individuals can 
just as quickly be off of benefits as they are on them. We have heard directly 
from many of our employers, where individuals have turned down a 
promotion and a raise because of the risk of losing their benefit although not 
necessarily tied to a TANF benefit. Consider a gradual reduction or a small 
income deferral period when individuals are transitioning to work and the 
delays that may occur before the first paycheck.   

I’m a firm believer that just as no one organization or person is responsible for the 
problems we are dealing with, there is no one organization or person who can fix 
them. Statewide, in addition to working closely with many state departments, we are 
working locally with our chambers of commerce, employer associations, unions, 
economic development agencies, individual school districts, schools, community 
colleges, universities, philanthropic, community and faith-based organizations. So as 
you can hear…partnerships are key to our overall success!   

Local partnerships were key to Jessica Geary’s success.  

Jessica began working with one of our career coaches in the West Michigan Works! 
Allegan service center in August of 2022 after being referred to the TANF program 
through DHHS. She lacked direction and a plan for her future and had significant 
barriers to gainful employment.   
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Jessica had many years of experience caring for people, but she did not have a 
Certified Nursing Assistant credential nor high school diploma so her previous work 
did not pay well and she had no potential for advancement. Since her last 
employment, she could not find work and lacked reliable transportation.  

Jessica’s career coach gave her the support and motivation she needed to enroll in a 
GED class through Allegan Adult Education and a CNA training program at Lake 
Michigan College. Her coach helped her schedule public transportation so she could 
attend the in-person classes. Jessica began her GED class in August of 2022 and when 
she was close to completing it, she began her CNA training in January 2023.  

Despite her challenges, Jessica persisted. She worked hard in classes, was faithful to 
PATH program requirements and earned her GED and CNA certification by March 
2023.  

At the same time, Jessica was working with her coach to update her resume and 
better represent her skills. Her career coach also brought in West Michigan Works! 
talent development specialist who helped her practice interview skills and this month, 
after all her hard work, Jessica accepted a CNA position with Kauhale Otsego.  

When Jessica shared this wonderful news with her career coach, she also expressed 
her thanks for West Michigan Works!’ support, stating, "I knew I needed to do 
something with my life and West Michigan Works! helped me find my way. Once I 
decided I wanted to obtain my GED, CNA license and work for a really great company, 
West Michigan Works! helped me by removing all of the barriers that were standing in 
my way."  

In closing, thank you for the work you are doing and I look forward to seeing what you 
accomplish in the near future. Thank you for your time and attention, and I am happy 
to answer any questions.   

Sincerely, 
 

 

Jacob Maas 
Chief Executive Officer 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Maas.  At this time we will hear from Ms. 503 

Gray for five minutes. 504 

 You are recognized.  Thank you. 505 

506 
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STATEMENT OF VICTORIA GRAY, PHOENIX, ARIZONA 507 

 508 

 *Ms. Gray.  Good afternoon, Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and 509 

members of the subcommittee.  Thank you for the commitment to families that you do, and 510 

the opportunity to speak to you today about the critical role Temporary Assistance to Needy 511 

Families plays in the lives of grandparents and other relatives that are raising children, also 512 

known as grandfamilies or kinship families. 513 

 My name is Victoria Gray, and I have become an advocate for grandfamilies after 514 

discovering firsthand the difficulties that they face as we raised seven grandchildren, some 515 

of whom have severe medical and behavior issues.  As an advocate and a professional, I 516 

serve as the Generations United GRAND Voice, and I am the founder and executive director 517 

of the non-profit GreyNickelinc, supporter of kinship families in Arizona.  I routinely 518 

connect grandfamilies to TANF, which is an essential source of the support for children. 519 

 When parents are unable to raise their children, grandparents step up to provide 520 

protection, stability, and love.  Currently, more than 2.5 million children are raised by 521 

grandfamilies.  Collectively, we save the county more than -- our country more than $4 522 

billion a year keeping children out of foster care. 523 

 My husband and I were both working.  We had two teenagers at home.  We 524 

received a call that our granddaughter, who was medically fragile, was placed into foster 525 

care.  We stepped up to care for her and received about $17 a month for diapers.  We were 526 

not told about TANF at that time.  The additional support would have been a huge help to 527 

my family.  But work requirements are a barrier for families like mine. 528 

 My granddaughter was born in 29 weeks at 1 pound, 2 ounces.  Her lungs were not 529 

fully developed, she had two holes in her heart, a frontal lobe cyst.  She has cloudiness of 530 

both eyes.  We were told she would have limited to no vision.  We could not find a child 531 
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care center that would accept the responsibility or the liability for taking this child in.  I had 532 

to quit work to care for her. 533 

 Later that year, her brother was placed with us.  We found out that he was not 534 

biologically linked to us, so we became foster parents in order to keep him in the home with 535 

his sister.  When we did get licensed, we received $500 a month in foster care for him.  536 

We were caring for two siblings in the same house, and both had special needs, but we got 537 

vastly less support for our granddaughter because we were related to her. 538 

 Grandparents are not expecting to raise a child in retirement, but step up with little to 539 

no warning.  TANF is one of the few sources of support for children outside of the foster 540 

care system.  Going back to work can be a huge challenge.  Our issue was facing -- was 541 

finding childcare.  Other grandparents suffered with health issues, disabilities, and just 542 

finding a job at their age. 543 

 Once we learned about TANF, we did apply, but we did not qualify, even after we 544 

came from two incomes to one because we made $75 a month too much.  Many 545 

grandfamilies like ours cannot access TANF because of the asset limits.  We were 546 

essentially penalized for responsibly saving for our retirement.  We used our credit cards, 547 

our savings account, and some of our 401(k) funding to care for our children.  Today, at 86, 548 

my husband has to work, and he works as a school crossing guard for us to make ends meet 549 

each month.  Having spent most of our savings to provide for the children, we now hope 550 

that we don't have to ask for financial assistance as we get older. 551 

 Many states offer child-only TANF grants, which generally do not consider the 552 

family's assets or income.  However, the amount is vastly lower.  While it is valued and 553 

essential, the amount of these grants are largely inadequate to provide for the children's 554 

needs.  To survive and thrive, families routinely must piece together other assistance from 555 

food banks and clothing closets.  Often, they simply go without. 556 
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 Another barrier accessing TANF is a requirement to collect child support.  If the 557 

state tries to locate the families to collect child support, caregivers have reported that the 558 

parents become angry, and they threaten the grandparents that they will remove the children, 559 

putting the children back in harm.  Some grandparents fear for their own safety, as well, 560 

because the parents still have keys to the family home.  So grandparents often choose not to 561 

pursue TANF, and suffer emotionally and financially for the concerns of the children and 562 

themselves. 563 

 Please keep the grandfamilies in mind when you move forward with the TANF 564 

Assistance for Needy Families.  I have included specific recommendations in my written 565 

testimony for consideration. 566 

 Thank you for the opportunity to testify and your consideration on behalf of 567 

grandfamilies. 568 

 [The statement of Ms. Gray follows:] 569 

 570 

**********COMMITTEE INSERT********** 571 

572 
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 *Chairman LaHood.  Well, thank you, Ms. Gray, and I want to thank all of our 573 

witnesses for the valuable testimony you provided today and the work that you do in your 574 

different fields. 575 

 At this time we are going to proceed to question-and-answer by our committee 576 

members, and I will begin with that session now.  Mr. Collins, I am going to start with you. 577 

 You mentioned during your time in the Bush Administration that was the last time 578 

we had a reauthorization of TANF in 2005, and that was to deal with some of these issues 579 

that we talked about today, and to reset the work participation rate.  Can you explain what 580 

problems prompted these changes, and if you think any of those same solutions would work 581 

today? 582 

 *Mr. Collins.  Sure, Mr. Chairman.  The problem was actually a good one, and 583 

that was that states had done a great job of getting people off of the caseload, and they 584 

enjoyed a really generous caseload reduction credit.  So it essentially brought the 50 585 

percent rate down to 0.  So states really didn't have a rate to meet.  So that was the 586 

challenge. 587 

 And I think what we would do today has to include some other pieces of reform.  I 588 

would recalibrate the work participation rate calculation, the caseload reduction credit 589 

calculation more frequently, perhaps even biannually.  But today, because of the other 590 

things that have happened with TANF, you also have to look at solely state-funded options 591 

states have to move people out of the rate. 592 

 There are other things that happen with MOE, and there is a bunch of loopholes that 593 

you have to close.  Doing the rate by itself, recalibrating the caseload reduction credit by 594 

itself won't address the issues to make sure more individuals receive TANF assistance. 595 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you for that.  I will turn to Ms. Francis next. 596 

 To count towards a state's work participation rate, TANF recipients must engage in a 597 



 
 

  32 

minimum number of hours in order to -- in either core or supplemental activities.  Can you 598 

provide examples of how this causes caseworkers to provide workarounds or take a hit on 599 

their evaluations when helping recipients get the training they need to enter the workforce? 600 

 *Ms. Francis.  Yes, thank you for that question.  Yes, a lot of times our customers 601 

come in, and they are required to participate in a certain amount of hours.  And job search, 602 

job readiness, we know that they only have a set amount of hours that they can complete for 603 

the year.  And so, if they come in and they used those hours already, but that is the 604 

component that they need to be in in order to be successful in our program -- so overcome 605 

any barriers or things of that nature, once they run out of those hours we can no longer use 606 

that component, and they are not counting towards the rates. 607 

 And then also we have situations where you might have a adult who comes in over 608 

the age of 20 who wants to participate in getting their GED.  So we have to put them in 609 

another component along with their GED, because over the age of 20 it does not count 610 

currently for them.  So we have to combine them into another activity, which could be 611 

stressful for the customer to try to juggle both of those things at the same time.  So it is 612 

kind of hard. 613 

 And as far as taking a hit from our social workers, sometimes if they are not meeting 614 

the rate, we will just keep them in that activity because we know it is going to be beneficial 615 

for them in the long run to be in that activity, rather than just pushing them onto something 616 

else so that they can meet the rates. 617 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you for that. 618 

 Ms. Reynolds, from your experience in research, what is the best measurement tool 619 

to help high work barrier individuals enter the workforce, while still holding states, 620 

localities, and caseworkers accountable? 621 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  Great question, and thank you for that.  I would say the most 622 
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effective thing that we continue to see in study after study after study is the pairing of 623 

flexible financial assistance with robust case management, all leading to the outcome of 624 

education and upward mobility. 625 

 I would say what we see again and again is when the Federal Government block 626 

grants dollars out to states and has requirements behind it, like in Family First, like in 627 

MIECHV, where we say these programs need to be run with evidence-backed program, we -628 

- the poor in our country deserve programs that actually are shown to work, and then those 629 

states can distribute those funds to those evidence-based programs, it makes all the 630 

difference. 631 

 Some specific things we have seen in our research at LEO is Bridges to Success in 632 

Rochester, New York.  They are getting amazing gains in employment and earnings 633 

because of mentorship, sequencing, and incentivizing certain behavior through flexible 634 

financial assistance.  Padua at Catholic Charities, Fort Worth, we are seeing tremendous 635 

gains in employment and earnings of low-income individuals, some who start as the 636 

working poor, and some who start not working at all. 637 

 And we are seeing awesome results, too, with the Goodwill Excel centers that 638 

operate in 15 locations across this country, where we are seeing when you have students, 639 

adult students who did not graduate from high school, come get their education, get 640 

post-secondary credentialing, all by being wrapped around -- all while being wrapped 641 

around with supports and case management, that is really the model that is helping 642 

individuals move into upward mobility. 643 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you for that. 644 

 Mr. Maas, Michigan is one of the few states to integrate the TANF work 645 

requirements with workforce boards and services provided through the Workforce 646 

Innovation Opportunity Act.  You are charged with making that effective at the local level.  647 
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What do you see as challenges and opportunities for this type of model?  648 

 And are there Federal rules or regulations that make this connection difficult to 649 

replicate in other states? 650 

 *Mr. Maas.  It is a great question, Chair.  I wish I knew that answer, too.  Only 651 

joking.  All jokes aside, you know, it has worked well for Michigan.  I think with our state 652 

we have an interagency agreement between the Department of Health and Human Services 653 

and our Workforce Development Department. 654 

 While I would love to see that federally, obviously we are talking about Federal 655 

versus local control in some of our states.  You know, now we have seen the model with 656 

Texas, and Texas does it well.  You know, obviously, Michigan is doing it well.  We have 657 

had great partnerships between these two departments, where Michigan Works! has been at 658 

the table, our Labor and Economic Opportunity organization has been at the table, and DHS 659 

has been at the table. 660 

 So it has always worked well for us.  And again, focusing on skills and skill 661 

development and pushing back on the state a little bit around flexibility for that high school 662 

equivalency or GED, as Ms. Francis had mentioned, has been a key component to our 663 

success over the last few years.  So thank you for that question. 664 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you for that, Mr. Maas.  At this time I am going to 665 

recognize Ranking Member Mr. Davis for his questions. 666 

 *Mr. Davis.  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, and I want to thank all the 667 

witnesses. 668 

 Ms. Gray, let me thank you especially for traveling here all the way from Phoenix, 669 

and for sharing your experiences with us over the years as you have helped grandchildren 670 

and helped others to be able to help grandchildren. 671 

 The most common reason that families stop receiving TANF benefits is failing to 672 
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meet an administrative requirement like filling out a form or attending a meeting scheduled 673 

by an agency or a state.  Can you tell us what it is like for grandparents when they see the 674 

forms or when they are told they have to meet all of these requirements, what their reactions 675 

are? 676 

 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you, Mr. Davis.  So for grandfamilies or grandparents, we are 677 

talking about a group of people who have spent their lives working, saving for their 678 

retirement, and now are faced with raising additional children. 679 

 A lot of the families that I work with, when they look at the TANF application where 680 

in Arizona it was 58 pages long, and they only really needed, like, 6 or 7 pages, it was very 681 

frustrating for them to go through it.  The application is long, it is difficult to navigate, and 682 

the questions sometimes are not -- the families don't understand what they are asking for. 683 

 So a lot of times the family will go through and fill in different pages, and be denied 684 

simply because they put in the wrong information.  Some of the families that I work with in 685 

their seventies and eighties are a little illiterate.  They don't understand it, and you have to 686 

help them fill the forms out.  So when they are tasked with doing this, they feel like they 687 

can't get it done, and they just stop. 688 

 And it is very hard for them to do it while they are still caring for children.  Some 689 

great-grandparents were placed with three children, and still with the care for them and the 690 

daily needs that they needed, they had to go through 58 pages of a TANF application. 691 

 *Mr. Davis.  Sixty-eight pages? 692 

 *Ms. Gray.  It was 58 pages. 693 

 *Mr. Davis.  Fifty-eight pages?  694 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, sir.  695 

 *Mr. Davis.  That is a lot of pages.  Well, let me ask you.  Only about 4.5 percent 696 

of cases are closed because of a failure to file a child support case or attend school.  But I 697 
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know that child support requirements are the reason some grandparents don't apply at all. 698 

 Can you tell us more about the situation where that is a problem, and why it is 699 

important to look at the entire family structure when dealing with a case? 700 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, sir.  So for the child-only TANF, it still -- it includes, like, 701 

sometimes the income.  That is really not a problem for some, because they are retired.  702 

They are living off of 2,000, $2,500 a month. 703 

 But when you look at the overall, if it is your biological child and you are caring for 704 

the children out of the state welfare system, you leave yourself open to what a lot of 705 

grandparents complained about, being threatened or intimidated:  "If you apply for these 706 

funds, the state is going to come after us, so we are going to remove the children from you.''  707 

That only puts the children back in danger again. 708 

 So a lot of grandparents will not apply for that, because they don't want to lose the 709 

children and have the children be put in a situation that caused them to be removed in the 710 

first place. 711 

 *Mr. Davis.  If you were giving advice to an agency that administers a program to 712 

be helpful, what would you ask or tell them to do? 713 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, sir.  So I have heard a lot here about the TANF and the 714 

application, and we are talking about a lot of families.  We are not talking about 60-year-715 

olds, 70-year-olds.  We even have 80-year-old families, who have worked already and just 716 

need to experience their retirement. 717 

 So one of the things that I would ask that the committee look at is, at these ages, 718 

there are those disabilities.  They have mobile issues, they can't get around.  They have 719 

families that are getting knee replacements and hip replacements, and they still have to chase 720 

around a two-year-old or a three-year-old, and it causes a lot of problems.  I think, if we 721 

can take a look at what the grandfamily situation really is, then we can take a look at more 722 
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of how we can help them. 723 

 But these grandfamilies are really suffering, because they are spending the money 724 

that they have worked so hard for to keep ends to meet for these children and to keep them 725 

safe and stable in their home.  So if we could take a look at the resources as far as what 726 

would a 60 or 70-year-old family member need to care for a 3-year-old, I think it would add 727 

a little more incentive to help these families, because these families are struggling.  They 728 

are really struggling. 729 

 *Mr. Davis.  Thank you very much, and I yield back, Mr. Chairman. 730 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Davis.  Consistent with committee practice 731 

we will now proceed with two-to-one questioning, and I will recognize Mr. Carey of Ohio. 732 

 *Mr. Carey.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  Good afternoon. 733 

 I want to thank you all, all the panelists, for taking time to come before this 734 

subcommittee and testify.  Your experiences, your expertise will help inform us as we 735 

work to take a look at our current welfare system, make the reforms to help America become 736 

more self-sufficient, and transition from Federal assistance into the workforce. 737 

 In 2022, TANF funds served over a million families in the U.S., which included 2 738 

million children.  In my home state of Ohio, the TANF program serves more than 41,000 739 

families, including 68,000 children.  As many of the witnesses mentioned in their 740 

testimonies, the current TANF program requires states to track work participation rates, 741 

which do not effectively further the objectives of the program, and are not a good measure to 742 

success.   743 

 Ohio's workforce agencies has worked to innovate and provide assistance to low-744 

income young adults to build careers and break the cycle of poverty.  Through the 745 

Comprehensive Case Management and Employment Program, Ohio utilizes funds from both 746 

TANF and Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act to provide workforce-related services to 747 
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eligible Ohioans who are 14 to 24.  This innovative program utilizes performance metrics 748 

like education or training after completing the program, and credentials attained rates instead 749 

of work participation rates to assess participants. 750 

 Listen, I look forward to continuing to discuss how states like mine are innovating 751 

these programs, and how we can highlight the best practices to provide a helping hand to 752 

Americans on the road to self-sufficiency. 753 

 First question, Mr. Maas, back in my home district I hear all the time, all the time 754 

from employers, from Intel to LG to Honda, that continue to invest and want to create more 755 

jobs in Ohio in and around the district, "How can we reform TANF to help move current and 756 

future welfare recipients into the workforce and into those open positions quickly as 757 

possible?'' 758 

 *Mr. Maas.  That is a great question, Representative Carey, and thanks for the 759 

opportunity to answer. 760 

 We are hearing, frankly, across the country and across West Michigan of just the 761 

challenge that our employers are experiencing with hiring, attracting, retaining. 762 

 You know, individuals in the TANF program that we serve often times have a 763 

number of barriers that we need to address first.  So working with our state, we made sure 764 

that we allowed a barrier removal activity, which was new to us in 2020, to really spend 765 

some time deeply in these individuals, removing any barriers that they have.  You know, 766 

finding childcare takes time.  Dealing with legal issues takes time.  Dealing with housing 767 

issues takes time.  And so working with our state, we have added a barrier removal in that 768 

activity. 769 

 But also it is that skills, Representative.  You know, they need to have the skills that 770 

our employers need in order to remain competitive and stay within our regions.  And so we 771 

need activities like GED completion and high school equivalency, because a lot of 772 
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employers are still requiring it at least to get your foot in the door, but also for advancement 773 

for those companies, too.  You know, if our goal is to break the generational cycle of 774 

poverty, we need those tools in order to help individuals in the long run.  775 

 So -- and then for us it is short-term training and skills.  It sounds like you are doing 776 

some great work in Ohio in the partnerships with Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act.  777 

You know, my predecessor for region 5 coordinator, Christine Quinn, had always told me, 778 

"How do we take best practices and turn them into common practices?''  So how do we take 779 

examples like what Ohio is doing and spread them across the country? 780 

 So thank you for the question, Representative. 781 

 *Mr. Carey.  Thank you. 782 

 Ms. Francis, as I mentioned earlier, my home state of Ohio has innovated within one 783 

of its programs to measure performance outcomes, rather than work participation.  In your 784 

testimony, you mentioned how the work participation rate takes the human aspect out of 785 

casework.  Can you explain why this is?  And you only have a minute, I apologize. 786 

 [Laughter.] 787 

 *Ms. Francis.  It is all right.  Because we are dealing with individuals who have -- 788 

they are in homeless situations.  They might have mental health or behavioral,physical 789 

concerns.  They might have substance use concerns.  And so when we overlook that, and 790 

just putting them into a component, it doesn't end up the way that we would want it to turn 791 

out. 792 

 We need to be able to come up with some type of way that we can measure the steps 793 

that they are taking when they are addressing those issues, and that be an outcome that we 794 

can use as showing them successfully partnering with our program.  But that -- we lose that 795 

human aspect when we don't include that with -- when we are making decisions as far as our 796 

customers being successful in the program. 797 
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 *Mr. Carey.  Thank you very much. 798 

 Mr. Chairman, I yield back. 799 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Carey.  I will turn now to Mr. Blake Moore 800 

of Utah. 801 

 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  Thank you, Chairman, Ranking Member. 802 

 Ms. Reynolds, a quick question.  I want to jump in, just get -- set us some context 803 

for today's hearing, and then I have got a few more questions.  Overall, TANF as it exists 804 

today, what areas can we improve, right?  How do we make sure that this is an opportunity 805 

to incentivize the dignity of work?  Like, just give me your quick thoughts on that. 806 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  Yes.  What I would say is we need evidence-based programs.  807 

So about -- right now, 22 percent of TANF dollars are spent on cash assistance to families.  808 

The rest are spent on other things like workforce training and so forth.  Those dollars that 809 

are supporting programs need to be backed by evidence.  There is tons of programs that are 810 

being developed and already have evidence behind them that they work.  Let's invest in 811 

those things. 812 

 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  Awesome.  So has anybody -- out of curiosity, has anybody 813 

on the stand here, on the witness stand, has anybody ever used the theory of change model 814 

or logic model in -- associated with your work?  Right? 815 

 Like, so I get really kind of geeky about this, and I think back to my old consulting 816 

days, where -- I mean, we have the whole set, we have the inputs, activities, outputs, 817 

outcomes, and impact, right?  818 

 What are we doing to be able to move this down the value chain, so we are actually 819 

measuring success, as opposed to just how many hours you are working, what are you 820 

doing, what is the -- what are the simple things you are doing?  That is a part of it.  I am 821 

never going to say that is not a key part of it.  That is a part of the value chain.  But what 822 
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are we ultimately doing to move that down?  I would love to just kind of hear your 823 

thoughts. 824 

 Ms. Francis, the most -- not that Congress isn't amazing, and it is such a wonderful 825 

job, but the most impactful work I have ever done in my life was when I worked with 826 

Opportunity Youth prior to this role, and we worked with a big financial organization that 827 

was working with YouthBuild that was really trying to, you know, find ways for opportunity 828 

-- youth, those that are 16 to 24-year-olds, that are neither working nor in school that are 829 

actually trying to get into the workforce, and they have to find -- and you are right, there is a 830 

stratified approach.  Some have certain basic needs met.  Some have had major tragedy.  831 

And we need to meet where they are, so we can lift everybody up. 832 

 What, in your opinion, can we be doing to capture the data?  Because it is so 833 

important to be able to identify data and what -- the things we need to be monitoring, so we 834 

can move down this value chain.  And I will just kind of throw that to the table.  Ms. 835 

Francis, if you would want to maybe offer some thoughts, because I know you love that 836 

stratified approach. 837 

 *Ms. Francis.  To capture the data, I think that we just need a better system of what 838 

our customers are actually participating in.  We have vocational training, we have all these 839 

other instances.  But we need -- like I was saying before, if they have gone through trauma 840 

we need a way to address that.  We need a way to measure that. 841 

 And our -- and where we come from, Mecklenburg County, we have social workers 842 

who assess them when they come in the door.  And so we know where they are at, what 843 

their educational level is, and everything of that, and putting them in the most accurate 844 

component that will address those issues for them. 845 

 But like you said, yes, we do need to come up with a better, more comprehensive 846 

way to measure what is being done by our customers -- 847 
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 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  In particular, is there anything the Federal Government is 848 

doing right now that actually hinders your ability to meet those individuals where they are 849 

at, and help them out?  850 

 I mean, is there something we should be moving away from? 851 

 *Ms. Francis.  The rates that -- I am sorry, but yes, the rate, because it does not 852 

measure.  I mean, you can job search for 86 hours for a month, but it does not measure 853 

what the customer is actually achieving.  It is just a number. 854 

 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  Ms. Reynolds? 855 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  Yes.  I love your logic model.  I geek out on logic models, too.  856 

 What I would love to see at the very end of that logic model is families' dignity 857 

restored because they are living a life outside of poverty.  And to me, I have seen a lot of 858 

our partners -- something that matters to me is where it is living-wage income, where they 859 

have no harmful debt, and they have appropriate savings, and then ultimately are off of 860 

government assistance, as well. 861 

 I love how when Chairman LaHood talked about -- opened up our hearing, he talked 862 

about people trampolining out of poverty.  And as I think about my 11-year-old daughter 863 

on a trampoline, you look at a child on a trampoline, and they start bouncing, and then it gets 864 

higher and higher.  And I think what we have to remember is when we are helping people 865 

trampoline out of poverty, they don't get to the end of that logic model overnight.  They get 866 

a little better, and a little better, and a little better.  And then they get that momentum so 867 

they can be out and free of government assistance. 868 

 And so the more we can do to surround people with the supports they need to meet 869 

them where they are at today, and provide them with someone who will do life with them to 870 

navigate all of this, I think, can really work. 871 

 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  Mr. Collins, anything to add on that data perspective or in 872 



 
 

  43 

your work? 873 

 *Mr. Collins.  I actually agree with the other panelists. 874 

 It is important to move people ultimately to impacts, so that we can measure really 875 

what it was that we tried to do in the beginning.  And I actually think that Congress can set 876 

the table by reframing what good looks like, so that states can build anti-poverty programs 877 

instead of anti-penalty programs. 878 

 It is important that we improve from where we are.  A lot of things got layered in 879 

over the last couple of opportunities to sort of look at TANF and reauthorization when I was 880 

there then.  There is a tremendous amount of flexibility that states have to do various 881 

things, and I think we should preserve that element, but find ways to evolve where we are on 882 

the accountability side. 883 

 *Mr. Moore of Utah.  And I will just say I think this is -- the really neat thing about 884 

this committee, and why I am excited to be on this subcommittee is because, for Ms. Gray's 885 

testimony all the way down to Mr. Collins, there is a fundamental problem.  If you have 886 

ever felt like, you know, additional income is actually going to hurt you, we need to address 887 

that. 888 

 Ms. Gray, your testimony is emotional, and I just wanted to thank you for your time 889 

and what you have given to your family.  And that issue that you brought up is something 890 

that I go to my state leaders and work on, and we find ways to actually make reasonable 891 

solutions there.  So thank you. 892 

 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you. 893 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Moore.  I recognize Ms. Chu for five 894 

minutes. 895 

 *Ms. Chu.  Ms. Gray, I want to thank you for your testimony today about the main 896 

barriers for families looking to participate in the workforce is access to affordable child care. 897 
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 Childcare across the nation is extremely costly.  In my home state of California, 898 

families pay more than $13,000 annually, which is hard for middle-income families to 899 

afford, but even more out of reach for low-income families or those living in poverty. 900 

 Now, currently, 30 percent of a state's TANF dollars can be transferred to childcare.  901 

But on average, states only spend about 17 percent of those dollars on childcare.  You 902 

mentioned in your testimony that a lack of childcare options presented a barrier for you to 903 

go back to work.  How might access to affordable, quality childcare have impacted this 904 

decision? 905 

 *Ms. Gray.  Great question.  So for me, it was a medical issue of the child that 906 

hindered us from getting the child care.  No one wanted to take on the responsibility of a 907 

child that had that medical condition.  In my testimony that I sent in, it was only half of 908 

what she went through as a child when we took her in.  Her medical issues were far more 909 

than I stated in the testimony. 910 

 So it wasn't that we couldn't get it, it was that the child care system itself -- no one 911 

wanted to take on the liability or the responsibility of a child that was that sick. 912 

 The other thing is, in a lot of the grandfamilies that I work with, we are never told of 913 

what our options are.  We are not told that this is available.  Like in the beginning, my 914 

husband and I were not told about TANF.  So to know that there is also childcare available 915 

under TANF would be a great help for a lot of the families.  They don't know it exists.  916 

 But we are also talking about 70 and 80-year-olds who have retired and are at home, 917 

so they don't really, like, need the childcare.  But it is very essential to the caregiver to also 918 

have some time, or what we call, like, respite in order for them to get together and refocus in 919 

order to care for the children. 920 

 As a grandfamily member myself, my goal was always to make it better for my 921 

grandchildren, even supporting them no matter which way it took, including depleting our 922 



 
 

  45 

finances. 923 

 *Ms. Chu.  Well, thank you for that. 924 

 And we know that the overwhelming majority of TANF recipients are children.  925 

That is, child-only cases in which only the child receives benefits, and not any of the adults 926 

in the household.  And now we have a rising number of grandparent caregivers across the 927 

country.  And in fact, grandparent households now make up a large share of child only 928 

TANF recipients.  In your experience, would work requirements such as logging hours of 929 

community service or learning new skills for a minimum wage impact your ability to care 930 

for your loved ones? 931 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes.  So for me it would have, because what her medical needs were, 932 

my day was spent with cardiology, neurologists, ophthalmologists, infectious disease clinic.  933 

This is what we went through.  And that is the reason I had to quit, because we couldn't 934 

find anyone to care for her at those needs. 935 

 So when you are talking about an 80-year-old or a 70-year-old going back to work, 936 

we don't have employers that are trying to take in 70-year-olds to hire them.  And there is a 937 

lot of things that they can do on community service.  But for me, and I can only speak for 938 

me in this instance, it was hard for me to leave my granddaughter because of her medical 939 

issues.  There was so much that needed to be done for her on a -- daily. 940 

 *Ms. Chu.  Yes.  Well, and then finally, let me ask about TANF and foster care.  941 

States that implemented full family TANF sanctions for lack of compliance with work 942 

requirements actually had an increase of 12.7 percent in children entering foster care. 943 

 Now, research shows that access to public benefit programs such as TANF are an 944 

important protective factor to keep kids out of the child welfare system and out of foster 945 

care.  So, I am interested in your thoughts on how cash assistance through TANF can help 946 

keep families together and out of the foster care system.  Can you share a little bit there? 947 
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 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, ma'am.  So in Arizona they had limited the TANF to 24 months, 948 

and then down to 12 months.  When a grandparent would go to apply for the TANF, they 949 

were told that the biological parents had used the allotted time.  So in Arizona they called it 950 

the grandparent penalty. 951 

 At that point I went to speak to my legislators, and we were able to get that -- what 952 

they called the grandparent penalty -- removed, so that grandfamilies could access that 953 

money.  It was really kind of tough and hard, because they look at a lot of things, but when 954 

they talk about situations they are not looking at the age of the families, and the 955 

grandparents are struggling. 956 

 *Ms. Chu.  Yes.  But because of that you kept your children out of the foster care 957 

system. 958 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes. 959 

 *Ms. Chu.  Thank you.  I yield back. 960 

 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you.  961 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Ms. Chu.  I recognize Mrs. Steel of California. 962 

 *Mrs. Steel.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member, for this -- hosting for 963 

this hearing, and thank you, all the witnesses, coming out, and this is very important 964 

meeting. 965 

 By empowering people and connecting them with employers, we are setting up our 966 

constituents and communities to be successful.  This can be generational change. 967 

 When I was an Orange County Supervisor, I led the yearly job and hiring fair, and 968 

during the pandemic we still offered it, but virtually.  I look forward to working with my 969 

colleagues to help people gain skills by updating WIOA, Workforce Innovation and 970 

Opportunity Act, and TANF. 971 

 I just want to ask a few questions to Ms. Francis. 972 
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 In your testimony, you mentioned the 60 to 40 percentage of people who are ready to 973 

work and those with higher barriers to work.  Would you share how you and your staff 974 

differentiate and approach ready-to-work individuals and higher barrier individuals?  975 

 And do you have examples of how your staff handles these higher-barrier cases, and 976 

how Federal law might be hindering their efforts? 977 

 *Ms. Francis.  Thank you.  Yes.  So when a customer comes into our department, 978 

we do a full assessment.  We assess them for all the needs of the family.  We provide a 979 

two-gen approach:  we are not just looking at the parent, we are looking at the entire family 980 

and their needs.  And then the social worker will assess from that point what this customer 981 

needs for themselves and their family to be stable, because that is one of the main factors 982 

that is important, is stability of the family to be able to participate in the TANF program. 983 

 And so once they come in and they -- we assess them, there are some, like I said 984 

before, who have a high school diploma.  They might have some other skills, and they just 985 

need a step up, like we said, the trampoline.  They need a step up in order to get -- so we 986 

might connect them to trainings, we might connect them to the local community college and 987 

things of that nature, just to get a certification or something of that nature. 988 

 But then we have other ones who come in, and they are dealing with some amount of 989 

issues that are going on.  So they might have mental health, they might be homeless, and 990 

things of that nature.  And when we assess them, we partner with our community partners 991 

to provide resources to that family -- so the whole entire family, not just the person coming 992 

in and applying.  And so that is the way that we are able to support the family. 993 

 And then we have a social worker who meets with them on a regular and consistent 994 

basis to make sure that they are reaching the goals that we have established on our 995 

agreement, and that we are providing support to them, as well. 996 

 *Mrs. Steel.  And then could you share with the committee more about the work 997 
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and partnership your office with NCW, North Carolina Works?  How does this program 998 

connect with our WIOA outcome measurement? 999 

 *Ms. Francis.  I would say that -- and I apologize, I am not familiar with every 1000 

component of your question, but I will say that we do partner with WIOA to assist our 1001 

customers financially to be able to go through training programs. 1002 

 So our vocational training -- so we will send them through WIOA, they provide the 1003 

funding, their support would connect them to a vocational training, and that is how we 1004 

support our customers. 1005 

 *Mrs. Steel.  So you are assessing those people that they have ability to work -- 1006 

 *Ms. Francis.  Yes. 1007 

 *Mrs. Steel.  -- and they have some problems that they try to advise them that -- 1008 

how are you going to fix it, and then they -- you have training program to make them that 1009 

they get trained and they are going to work. 1010 

 *Ms. Francis.  Yes.  1011 

 *Mrs. Steel.  Thank you. 1012 

 *Ms. Francis.  Thank you. 1013 

 *Mrs. Steel.  And Ms. Reynolds, are there states that are doing innovative 1014 

programing with basic TANF assistance that you would point to as uniquely successful?  1015 

 How could this be replicated in other states? 1016 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  What I think has been most successful is when the Federal 1017 

Government has said -- given resources to states, and set expectations of the percentage of 1018 

those resources that need to have rigorous evidence behind them that they work so we 1019 

understand it is that service, it is that program that makes the difference, not some other 1020 

economic condition going on.  We have seen that with MIECHV, we have seen that with 1021 

Families First legislation and some success there. 1022 
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 What I would say is, if we could look at the resources that states have and then 1023 

disperse those resources to often times private providers across the state who have evidence-1024 

backed programs that we know work like Goodwill Excel centers, I think we would be 1025 

making tremendous gains. 1026 

 *Mrs. Steel.  Thank you very much. 1027 

 Mr. Chairman, my time is up.  I yield back. 1028 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mrs. Steel.  I recognize Mr. Smucker of 1029 

Pennsylvania for five minutes. 1030 

 *Mr. Smucker.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I appreciate the opportunity to discuss 1031 

steps that we can take to improve TANF, and ensure that it is effective for supporting those 1032 

that need it. 1033 

 I want to first say thank you to each of you who, in different ways, are ensuring that 1034 

you are helping those who need help in the community.  And I think we are all grateful to 1035 

live in a country where there is a safety net, there is help for people who need it, and that 1036 

people care enough about their neighbors to ensure that that is provided. 1037 

 I do also want to say that, you know, I think we all believe that the best path out of 1038 

poverty is a great-paying job, and a family-sustaining job.  And that should be the goal of 1039 

all of our programs.  And I know that you all believe that, as well. 1040 

 I was interested in some of the discussion.  I think Ms. Francis and Ms. Reynolds 1041 

sort of talked about some of this -- in fact, probably all of my questions have already been 1042 

touched on, but specifically how we can find the right balance between -- you mentioned, 1043 

Ms. Reynolds, case management. 1044 

 I think it is really important that, at a local level, not only are case managers able to 1045 

make the decisions that best channel the resources for a particular family or person in need, 1046 

but also then that there is a coordination among various agencies or services that are 1047 
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available, and I am sure each of you are doing that. 1048 

 But what is the right balance on that?  Because on the other hand, you know, from 1049 

the perspective of a policymaker at the Federal level, when dollars are going out to states we 1050 

want to ensure that there is some accountability there.  So, you know, for instance, we want 1051 

-- you know, we want connection with a job, but we also want the caseworker to not just be 1052 

incentivized to find the first job -- maybe we do, but really, we want a job that is family-1053 

sustaining.  And so, it needs to be outcome-based, rather than just incentivized on process. 1054 

 And so, you know, that idea of Federal accountability versus flexibility, what is the 1055 

best balance?  How can we think about that as we are reauthorizing or improving TANF? 1056 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  Yes.  So the way I would specifically answer that is I think 1057 

intensive case management that is one part, like, connection, meeting today's needs, and the 1058 

other part about goal planning for tomorrow and trampolining out of poverty has got to be 1059 

the right balance. 1060 

 The way I would encourage a drive to accountability is to measure what matters, and 1061 

measure what you are saying, that a good-paying job -- because you are right, that is the best 1062 

anti-poverty strategy there is.  But allow for time for it to get there. 1063 

 One of our studies on Padua, Catholic Charities Fort Worth, the average amount of 1064 

time it takes someone to go through that is about two to two-and-a-half years.  It doesn't 1065 

happen overnight.  And so what we have to remember is that people who are trying to get 1066 

out of poverty don't usually start at a place with a master's degree.  Often times they are 1067 

starting at a place where they are under-educated and need the skills to qualify for these 1068 

wonderful jobs.  And so giving that time is important. 1069 

 I do want to also note, one of the great things about building evidence is you can also 1070 

do some cost estimating to really understand the ROI of those particular services.  And so 1071 

in the case I just explained, the great thing is people who came into the program employed, 1072 
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eight years afterwards the cost to provide that service was made up for.  For those who 1073 

come into the program unemployed, five years after they complete the program it made up 1074 

for it. 1075 

 So often the return, the return on investment of these programs, can be strong.  We 1076 

just have to have a little longer vantage point. 1077 

 *Mr. Smucker.  Thank you.  And the other thing I just want to mention -- and I 1078 

only have a minute left -- is also WIOA, or some were referring to it as the W-I-O-A, or the 1079 

Workforce Innovation Opportunities Act.  I also -- I serve on the Education and Workforce 1080 

Committee, as well.  And reauthorization of WIOA is something that we hope to do this 1081 

particular year -- or session, at least.  And there are some performance accountability 1082 

indicators built into WIOA that I think there ought to be, you know, maybe something, some 1083 

kind of interconnectivity between the two. 1084 

 And so, you know, I don't know if anybody would want to speak to that.  For 1085 

instance, there is an indicator of effectiveness track if WIOA is meeting the critical 1086 

workforce needs of the business community by measuring retention with the same employer.  1087 

There are other measures which address WIOA's efforts to provide quality services to all 1088 

employers and sectors within a state, local economy. 1089 

 What would be the impact if we took some of those same methods or measures and 1090 

apply them to TANF?  1091 

 You know, would this -- you know, could we learn from that, and could we tie them 1092 

together in a way to hold states accountable? 1093 

 *Mr. Maas.  I mean, Representative, I love where your head is at, and I appreciate 1094 

you looking at WIOA reauthorization.  We are hopeful that you get something done, too, 1095 

this year. 1096 

 You know, for me, it is -- it works well for our state, because our business solutions 1097 



 
 

  52 

team is working with both TANF recipients and Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act 1098 

recipients.  So it makes a lot of sense, from our standpoint, to use those measures.  It is a 1099 

little easier for our state, then, right?  1100 

 The challenges with other states is you might have multiple people all reaching out 1101 

to employers saying, "Hey, I have this person, let me help you, you know, get them placed, 1102 

and I have other resources to help offset with on-the-job training and other tools.''  The 1103 

challenge with some of those business metrics, too, is there is no dedicated funding stream 1104 

for business solutions, either. 1105 

 So, you know, I think, when I look at some of those key metrics that we want to 1106 

track, it is the credential rate, it is entered employment rate, and ultimately, it is earnings, 1107 

right?  We want these people to have good jobs, and jobs that are going to sustain their 1108 

family and be self-sustaining and break the generational cycle of poverty. 1109 

 And so I think, ultimately, you know, it comes down to some of those job metrics.  1110 

But I truly appreciate where your head is at, and willingness to serve on both of these 1111 

committees. 1112 

 *Mr. Smucker.  Yes, thank you.  I know I am out of time, and I appreciate the 1113 

chairman -- the time, but hope to continue to have those discussions going forward. 1114 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Smucker.  I recognize Ms. Moore of 1115 

Wisconsin. 1116 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  Thank you so much, Mr. Chairman, and I just really 1117 

appreciate everything that the witnesses have said today. 1118 

 It would be so very easy to just say amen and yield back, because I agree with many 1119 

of the things that you all have said. 1120 

 [Laughter.] 1121 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  My time is limited, so just let me get straight into 1122 
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things. 1123 

 First of all, I just want to respond, Mr. Chairman, to some of the things that I have 1124 

heard you say, and the chairman of the full committee say, and just sort of set the record 1125 

straight on a couple of things. 1126 

 First, it is  sort of the misnamed nature of this committee, that somehow restoring 1127 

the work requirements are going to lift people out of poverty.  I didn't hear a single one of 1128 

these witnesses affirm that.  They, in fact, have talked about the many barriers that they 1129 

have, and the structure of the program being such that it doesn't enable people to get out of 1130 

poverty.  1131 

 Mr. Davis made a point earlier that I just think is worth reiterating, as 77 percent of 1132 

the people who are under the TANF program now are children, and 68 percent of those are 1133 

under the age of 12.  So, I don't know who it is we are imposing these work requirements 1134 

on. 1135 

 We have heard testimony from all of our witnesses here, I think from Ms. Francis, 1136 

that some of the countable activities that might help people get out of poverty activities, you 1137 

know, like being able to go to the local vocational school to maybe become an LPN or 1138 

something. 1139 

 If that took you two years, Ms. Reynolds and Ms. Francis, would that be allowed 1140 

under the current TANF rules?  No, it would not.  And that would certainly be an activity 1141 

that would help you trampoline out of poverty, to get a credential or certification, as Mr. 1142 

Maas sort of indicated here.  1143 

 I have heard you talk about the case management and, Ms. Francis, you have social 1144 

workers, people with MSWs?  I don't know how that is scalable with the -- you know, 1145 

unless you use resources from your own state with the TANF dollars.  It just is not feasible 1146 

to give the whole population that kind of life coach helping them get in school and make 1147 
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sure they get their degree.  And I don't see that as really being the case. 1148 

 I think it is more in line with what Mr. Collins has shared with us, and that is simply 1149 

that states have flexibility to do what they want to do with the money.  And instead of 1150 

giving that kind of wrap around support, they give themselves bonuses, they give themselves 1151 

a higher pay, they build -- and, I don't know why people are ragging on poor Brett Favre.  I 1152 

mean, he is not the only person who did that.  You know, he does not deserve to be ragged 1153 

on like that. 1154 

 I have had communities in my district where they did, underground improvements 1155 

for luxury apartments with TANF dollars.  And so, I think that there is a disincentive in this 1156 

program to actually help the people, because private agencies can use the money as they 1157 

want. 1158 

 We don't allow people to get education and training.  I was there at the scene of the 1159 

crime in Wisconsin, when they ended welfare as we know it.  And I know that 10,000 1160 

women dropped out of school the day we passed it. 1161 

 Okay.  So, forget about helping lift people out of poverty through education.  You 1162 

know, quite frankly, the 11 million jobs that are open, let me just tell you something.  I 1163 

only have 57 seconds.  Let me tell you a little story.  The last time I was arrested, I was 1164 

arrested for protesting for a $15-an-hour wage.  And then after that I went to sit with the 1165 

good old boys on the south side of my district, and they said, "Congresswoman, we don't -- 1166 

you know, with all due respect, we ain't going to work for no $15 an hour.  We got car 1167 

notes, house mortgages, kids in college.  We are not going to do that.'' 1168 

 In order to qualify for TANF, you have to make something like 50 percent under 1169 

minimum wage.  You could work for $7.25 an hour, 52 weeks a year, 40 hours a week, and 1170 

that would disqualify you to get Medicaid in my state.  There is no incentive to -- what is 1171 

the incentive to work, if all it does is create a situation where you are ineligible for support? 1172 
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 So, this program only works for those people that we supply and provide the low-1173 

wage workforce with its essential workers, employers that -- their business plan relies on 1174 

part-time people, people who -- they can give them any kind of schedule they want, you 1175 

work 4 hours today, 12 tomorrow.  It incurs no cost for the business.  They will take 1176 

minimum wage, any old job. 1177 

 I can tell you we should do what Bill Clinton said we should do, and that is we 1178 

should end welfare as we know it.  We should do that, people.  We should give people the 1179 

Child Tax Credit.  These witnesses have already told you.  This woman here says she is 1180 

an expert at Notre Dame.  When you give people money, most of them will figure out how 1181 

to take care of their kids. 1182 

 I want to -- my time is expired, and I know you are going to gavel me.  I don't get 1183 

the magic minutes here.  So, I want to put some things in the record without objection, Mr. 1184 

Chairman.  1185 

 Ms. Gray, before I go, I just want to look at this application that you claim you had 1186 

to fill out -- and put this in the record -- for you to get assistance, and just ask you a couple 1187 

of real quick questions.  You had this 30-page Arizona Department of Economic Security 1188 

to fill out, and you had to have court-ordered child support paid, turn that over to them, child 1189 

-- adult dependent care expenses, medical expenses, what your mortgage payments were, 1190 

your utilities, and other housing costs.  Is that true?  1191 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes. 1192 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  All right.  So, I want to put this in the record, without 1193 

objection. 1194 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Without objection, it is entered into the record.  1195 

 [The information follows:] 1196 

 1197 
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 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  Okay. 1200 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Ms. Moore. 1201 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  Thank you so much.  And with that, I would 1202 

unwillingly yield back, because I have so many questions to ask you all. 1203 

 [Laughter.] 1204 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  But I do want to end by thanking you for your 1205 

appearance here today. 1206 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you very much.  I recognize Mr. Smith of Nebraska. 1207 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  Certainly, thank you to all 1208 

of our witnesses.  I apologize I had to step out briefly.  But this is important stuff, and so I 1209 

appreciate you sharing your perspective. 1210 

 And I had the honor and privilege of chairing this subcommittee previously, and we 1211 

held the multi-hearing series on TANF.  And that series actually led to legislation that I 1212 

was happy to introduce, the Jobs for Success Act, when it was introduced for the first time.  1213 

And we -- many of the factors we considered back in 2018 still remain true now. 1214 

 Overall, workforce participation rate is below 63 percent and remains well below 1215 

what it was when we had the 2008 financial crisis.  Employers everywhere desperately 1216 

need workers, and starting wages for people returning to the workforce actually reflect that, 1217 

as well.  Unfortunately, many of the problems with TANF, which had arisen over the past 1218 

two decades, I think they still remain. 1219 

 The good news is, however, is that we found several potential areas, I think, for 1220 

bipartisan agreement back in 2018.  We can do more to ensure TANF is focused on helping 1221 

those most in need.  We can ensure states do more to help get Americans -- getting -- to 1222 

help get Americans off the sidelines by working with them one on one whenever possible to 1223 

connect them with employers who need them.  And we can do more to ensure states are 1224 
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empowered to help people successfully remain in the workforce when -- after they get that 1225 

full-time job. 1226 

 So it is not just about getting a job and staying in place.  It is about an upward 1227 

trajectory that I think we all can agree would be better in many ways, but primarily for the 1228 

individual in need. 1229 

 Mr. Collins, could you go into details for the committee on some of the games that 1230 

states might play to meet their work participation rate, and how exactly does the small check 1231 

scheme work, and what states are the biggest offenders?  1232 

 *Mr. Collins.  Okay. 1233 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  Not to put you on the spot. 1234 

 [Laughter.] 1235 

 *Mr. Collins.  So, assume you were a state that had a rate to meet.  The first 1236 

problem is that, because of the generosity of the caseload reduction credit, most states really 1237 

had a, effectively, zero rate to meet, but some did actually have a rate to meet. 1238 

 What they were able to do is to, at their discretion, remove from the TANF 1239 

participation denominator adults likely to un-meet the rate by what we call solely state-1240 

funding those cases.  So they could just pull them out of the denominator, which would just 1241 

increase the numerator as a result.  The state could choose to solely fund enough cases to 1242 

meet the rate in a month, or they could do it at the end of the year, and just go back and sort 1243 

of buy out a number of cases so they would actually meet the rate. 1244 

 So there is three different ways a state could use the solely state-funded option. 1245 

 As far as the small check scheme, it is almost in the reverse.  A state would be able 1246 

to find a TANF profile case, an adult working already with a child, and then bring them on 1247 

the caseload by providing a very small amount of TANF, 20 or $30 a month.  That would 1248 

be enough to put them in the rate.  So on the one hand, you solely fund out and then you 1249 
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can do a token TANF payment to put more in the rate. 1250 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  And I think it is safe to say that, in any of those cases, 1251 

individuals are not necessarily helped. 1252 

 *Mr. Collins.  Absolutely.  The concern -- yes. 1253 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  And certainly not a brighter future -- 1254 

 *Mr. Collins.  No. 1255 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  -- for individuals facing scenarios like that.  So I 1256 

appreciate that insight. 1257 

 Mr. Maas, in your testimony you spoke about how the work participation rate doesn't 1258 

always align with a client's needs.  What are some of the problems with the work 1259 

participation rate, and do you have some specific examples? 1260 

 *Mr. Maas.  Yes.  I think probably one of the biggest examples is the success story 1261 

that I submitted in my written testimony.  1262 

 So we had an individual that lacked a high school diploma, or GED.  She lacked 1263 

transportation and some of the basic services that we can provide, and we were able to enroll 1264 

her into GED, and we did it full-time.  So she met her requirements as to what we were 1265 

asking her for.  But technically, we failed performance for that individual.  And we not 1266 

only failed it for her, but we failed it for her husband, because she came to us as a two-1267 

parent family.  So he also was enrolled in GED. 1268 

 But we know that, with these supports and by doing something that felt ethically 1269 

right, even though we were failing some of the local performance, we were able to get her 1270 

her GED.  We were able to get her a certified nursing assistant, and we were able to get her 1271 

a job, which is probably most important, right? 1272 

 And so, you know, with that she is now working full-time, and the employers filled a 1273 

much-needed position as a certified nursing assistant, which a lot of our employers are 1274 
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struggling with today.  So, you know, that is just one example. 1275 

 There are other examples around job search and the fifth week not counting towards 1276 

participation.  I am not sure why that happens, or how it happens, but we get flagged in our 1277 

system what week the fifth week is.  On the short months it becomes very challenging for 1278 

that, and then also individuals that get referred to us mid-month, if they start the middle of 1279 

January, we are going to have a hard time meeting those hours for the month, so that person 1280 

is probably going to count against our performance too, even though they have done 1281 

everything that we have asked them to do during the short window that we have had it. 1282 

 So I don't know why things aren't prorated.  You know, it is a little above my head 1283 

or pay grade, or maybe my knowledge base.  I feel like you need a PhD to understand these 1284 

work requirements, and I do not have one, unfortunately. 1285 

 *Mr. Smith of Nebraska.  Thank you.  I yield back. 1286 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Smith.  I recognize Ms. Tenney of New 1287 

York. 1288 

 *Ms. Tenney.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, the Ranking Member.  This is great. 1289 

 You are a tremendous witnesses.  I have been involved in a lot of this as a state 1290 

legislator and in New York, where we have particular issues, and we really appreciate your 1291 

input on how to solve this problem.  I was on the Social Services Committee, and we never 1292 

really solved it.  In fact, I just read an inspector general's report for New York State that 1293 

gives us lousy scores.  1294 

 But I want to talk about a couple quick things, if I can.  Number one is -- every one 1295 

of us have touched on this, but the real problem with employers -- and I am an employer in 1296 

New York State, and if I walk into any store, any shop, any business, any manufacturing 1297 

firm, everybody needs employees.  It is a huge problem. 1298 

 New York is lagging behind all the other states, pretty much, except, I think, for six 1299 



 
 

  61 

in labor participation.  In fact, we are down 104,000 jobs as of where we are -- stand today.  1300 

And if we kept pace with the rest of the country, on average, we should have -- in our last 1301 

data, the Bureau of Labor Statistics would have had 320,000 more private-sector jobs.  So 1302 

we have an issue getting people to work, but we recognize this is not such an easy climb.  1303 

 And I love my colleague Ms. Moore's reference as calling us life coaches, or calling 1304 

you life coaches in what you do in TANF, but I do think -- and I want to address this to Mr. 1305 

Collins, because I know a number of you have already kind of jumped on this. 1306 

 But, you know, you made some really good statement in your early testimony, and 1307 

you talked about, you know, this state of TANF being an anti-poverty versus an anti-penalty 1308 

reform.  And it really struck my interest, because, you know, it is the outcomes versus 1309 

process issue.  And I am a former divorce lawyer.  So I will tell you, lawyers in divorce 1310 

law, it doesn't matter what the outcome is; as long as they can milk the file and keep it going 1311 

as long as possible, they make a lot of money.  And I am getting the impression this is how 1312 

TANF works in some cases. 1313 

 Like a state like New York, you know, the incentive is not to get the person to 1314 

gainful employment and success, it is just to keep the hours going and not really get, you 1315 

know, get an outcome.  So can you explain to me a little bit about that process, and how we 1316 

can maybe give flexibility to the states, how we can give incentives based on outcomes and 1317 

getting people to gainful employment, at least on the road to gainful employment? 1318 

 And I know you are an expert on this. 1319 

 *Mr. Collins.  Great.  Thank you, Congresswoman. 1320 

 So the first thing I would want to let everybody know is that states right now, as I 1321 

mentioned before, have a very small actual work requirement.  So, the concern that I have 1322 

with that is that most states meet their rate by actually having people in work.  And that 1323 

sounds odd.  What I mean by that is, if you are not in work, there is probably no other 1324 
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activity that you are doing that counts towards the rate. 1325 

 So states have a tremendous amount of flexibility to do whatever activities they 1326 

deem necessary to move somebody to self-sufficiency, including all of the pre-work that you 1327 

have to do with individuals that are homeless, or individuals who have challenges with 1328 

substance abuse treatment.  There is a tremendous amount of state flexibility currently 1329 

there for states to be able to take advantage of that. 1330 

 *Ms. Tenney.  Well, let me ask you this.  Is it true that one of the biggest 1331 

limitations of the work rate is that states don't need to move TANF recipients into actual 1332 

paid employment to meet the rate? 1333 

 *Mr. Collins.  So there is 12 allowable activities.  Almost 90 percent of 1334 

participation comes from putting people in jobs.  So my concern is slightly different. 1335 

 I want to make sure that everybody gets an opportunity to be helped into work.  1336 

And the challenge is right now that is not going on.  What is counting are people in work, 1337 

and only people in work.  So if you have a pathway that you need to go through before that, 1338 

my challenge is let's get everybody in the game, so that we can get them where they need to 1339 

be. 1340 

 So the -- my, really, point is that the flexibility is tremendous.  And I think what we 1341 

need to do is we need to tighten some of that in terms of an accountability measure to make 1342 

sure that states are doing what I just mentioned. 1343 

 *Ms. Tenney.  Great, thank you. 1344 

 Mr. Maas, I just wanted to mention -- I go back to my life coach example from Ms. 1345 

Moore, but I used to work for a group, a volunteer, called the Work -- the Women's 1346 

Employment Resource Center, which was once called the Displaced Homemakers.  We 1347 

had to modernize our terminology, but it was a great group, and it was -- they actually did 1348 

act as life coaches, and we worked with women to bring them up to speed. 1349 
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 And I was just going to ask you if you could talk about a little bit of your interaction 1350 

with workforce development boards in getting people to that point where they can actually 1351 

identify employers, employees, and work with people who are desperate to find good 1352 

employees, so that we can get them on the path to success. 1353 

 *Mr. Maas.  Yes, we are really fortunate.  We have a women's resource center in 1354 

West Michigan, too -- 1355 

 *Ms. Tenney.  Oh, great. 1356 

 *Mr. Maas.  So that is interesting.  So they have been great to partner with early 1357 

on in my career. 1358 

 But we have a business solutions team that works both with TANF and WIOA, 1359 

Trade Act, as well as Wagner-Peyser participants.  And so, you know, we are able to 1360 

leverage those relationships with those employers, that it doesn't matter which funding 1361 

stream the person came from, but it is more about that relationship with that employer.  So 1362 

it has worked really well for us. 1363 

 The challenge, as I mentioned, there are very few states across the country that are 1364 

integrated like our state is.  Obviously, we would love to see more.  It is my own bias.  1365 

You know, our board is heavily focused on outcomes of getting people jobs and getting 1366 

them placed into meaningful employment.  And I know there are other boards across the 1367 

country.  I think there is 550 across the country that are doing similar work, and great work 1368 

in each of your states. 1369 

 So thank you for that question. 1370 

 *Ms. Tenney.  Thank you.  My time is out, and I wish you could all come and do a 1371 

roundtable discussion in New York. 1372 

 And I want to just especially say thank you to Ms. Gray for fostering all those 1373 

children.  We are really lucky to have you, and so are they.  1374 
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 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you. 1375 

 *Ms. Tenney.  So thank you for your warmth and your compassion for these 1376 

people.  I appreciate it.  1377 

 I yield back. 1378 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Ms. Tenney.  I recognize Mr. Evans of 1379 

Pennsylvania. 1380 

 *Mr. Evans.  Mr. Chairman, my life coach, Ms. Moore -- 1381 

 [Laughter.] 1382 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  Thank you, Mr. Evans.  He is yielding to me. 1383 

 Listen, I am not going to take all of your time.  I just want to just double back on a 1384 

couple of things. 1385 

 In 2021 we heard all of you all reference that as being sort of a point at which most 1386 

states had, like, zero caseload reduction.  Now, that was during COVID, remember?  I 1387 

mean, I remember because my oldest son almost died of COVID on January 1st, 2021.  1388 

People hadn't had any vaccines.  So, I just want to put this in some context when we start 1389 

talking about -- and we suspended time limits and stuff because people couldn't go to work.  1390 

It was kind of hard to go find a job during COVID.  I just want to clean that up before we 1391 

leave. 1392 

 Also, you know, Mr. Collins talked about, you know, allowable activities.  And so, 1393 

I just want to know, Mr. Maas and Ms. Francis, you guys got dinged on your workforce 1394 

participation when you helped that woman become a CNA and her husband.  You got 1395 

dinged, didn't you? 1396 

 *Mr. Maas.  Just a little bit.  You know -- 1397 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  You didn't meet -- 1398 

 *Mr. Maas.  I am happy to take those bumps and bruises. 1399 
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 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  You didn't meet your expectations because you actually 1400 

helped somebody out of poverty, and you got dinged for it, is that right? 1401 

 *Mr. Maas.  We have enough across the region to be able to still meet work 1402 

participation rate -- 1403 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  But, I mean -- 1404 

 *Mr. Maas.  -- as an organization. 1405 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  -- manipulated, and it kind of got around, and -- 1406 

 *Mr. Maas.  Well, we have had a great partnership with the state representative that 1407 

allowed us that flexibility.  And that is where they use those caseload reduction credit in 1408 

what I would say a good way, right?  1409 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  But if you did that too much, you would mess up. 1410 

 *Mr. Maas.  Oh, I would get in real trouble, Representative. 1411 

 *Ms. Moore of Wisconsin.  You would be in real trouble if too many people got on 1412 

that trampoline and got out of poverty. 1413 

 Thank you, and I yield back to Mr. Evans. 1414 

 *Mr. Evans.  Thank you. 1415 

 Ms. Gray, to what extent did TANF help you feed and care for your grandchildren 1416 

and foster children?  Can you please expand how TANF worked -- work requirements 1417 

made giving more difficult -- getting more difficult for you and your husband (sic)? 1418 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, sir, thank you.  We never received TANF.  In the beginning we 1419 

weren't told about TANF.  And then, when we applied, we made $75 too much.  So with 1420 

that went our credit cards, our savings account, and going into our retirement fund. 1421 

 *Mr. Evans.  From your own experience, and from what you have heard from the 1422 

other grandparents, caregivers, can you please speak to the burden of managing complicated 1423 

paperwork, stated scheduled meetings, and other challenging requirements while trying to 1424 
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provide a safe, nurturing home for your grandchildren and foster children? 1425 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes, sir.  So we are talking about grandparents that are in their 1426 

seventies and eighties.  They have mobile issues.  Some of them can't get around.  And 1427 

so when it comes time for a meeting, they have to get to the meeting.  They also usually 1428 

have to bring the children with them.  1429 

 And so that creates that problem, because child care is not available.  So when they 1430 

are doing that, they are already in this mode that I can't do it, I am just going to have to not 1431 

make the meeting, and those type of things.  A lot of meetings were done during COVID 1432 

virtually, which did help a lot of families make those meetings.  But the thought of getting 1433 

the children together to go to a meeting or finding someone to watch them was very hard. 1434 

 Reading through the TANF paperwork, there were forms and things that they were 1435 

asked to fill out, and some of the things were hard to do if it was related to getting the 1436 

parents for child support, when they know that the family has already -- the biological 1437 

parents have already, like, threatened to come and get the kids. 1438 

 So there were a lot of things that the grandparents go through that is very hard.  1439 

They are torn between the love of their child and the love of their grandchildren.  But in the 1440 

long run, they are retired.  They have done the work that they need to do, and they weren't 1441 

looking to take in children. 1442 

 And in a lot of cases -- like, one of my grandmothers, she was a great-grandmother.  1443 

They placed a set of twins, 15 weeks old and the 18-month-old brother with her.  And she 1444 

lived on a second floor with no elevator.  There was so many things that hindered her from 1445 

getting out and doing the things that needed to be done. 1446 

 And a lot of the requirements don't make sense for -- when you talk about TANF -- 1447 

don't make sense for grandfamilies.  There needs to be a special section that helps 1448 

grandfamilies. 1449 
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 *Mr. Evans.  I thank you.  I yield back. 1450 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Mr. Evans.  I recognize Dr. Wenstrup of Ohio. 1451 

 *Mr. Wenstrup.  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. 1452 

 Thank you all for being here.  It is wonderful to hear all that you do.  I can tell 1453 

you, as a physician, there is nothing more rewarding than taking care of someone in need, 1454 

and that is what all of you are doing. 1455 

 You know, in Washington you hope that the name of a program or the name of a bill 1456 

lives up to its billing, right?  And so temporary, one, is the first word, Temporary 1457 

Assistance for Needy Families, right?  Very appropriate. 1458 

 And, you know, look, all families all look different.  They are not all the same.  1459 

And not only that, every member of the family has different needs.  And I think that that is 1460 

sometimes what we miss out on this. 1461 

 Mr. Collins, you hit on something just as I came back in about the opportunity.  1462 

You know, it is one thing to have a requirement, but the requirement is nothing if there is 1463 

not an opportunity.  And so how do we enhance the opportunities? 1464 

 And that is what I have always been about.  You know, it is nice, you can just say, 1465 

well, you are required to go get a job.  Well, that is easier said than done.  You know, 1466 

there is -- it is just not that simple for somebody who is starting out in poverty, and then 1467 

suddenly they need transportation to get to a job, they -- there are all these factors that we all 1468 

know come into play, and they are the barriers. 1469 

 So I think, if we can focus more on opportunities or at least allow at a local level that 1470 

you can enhance opportunities for people, then the requirement, I think -- I like what you 1471 

said, if you -- if I understood, Mr. Collins.  It is like the requirement should be that you 1472 

participate in the pathway to an opportunity, then to a job.  That should be the requirement, 1473 

and will I agree with that 100 percent.  Merely just saying it here doesn't mean it happens.  1474 
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We do that a lot here in Washington. 1475 

 Anyway, so -- and it is not just the requirement, it is the result.  And how do you -- 1476 

what does success look like?  You know, that is the key.  And, you know, I have got some 1477 

great caseworkers in my district, and they are like, "If they just left me alone to do what 1478 

these people need, this family needs, this child, this individual or family, I can do so much 1479 

more.''  And sometimes they have the opportunity, sometimes they just do it anyway and 1480 

beg forgiveness later, right? 1481 

 You know, I meet a family with six kids living in a one-room cabin, and he says, "I 1482 

can't take that third shift job, because I got nowhere to sleep when I come home.''  Okay?  1483 

Do we need paperwork here to fix that, or can somebody who is looking that family in the 1484 

eye take care of that situation?  In that case she was able to, and they went to work. 1485 

 So there is the -- what does assistance look like, I think, is a case-by-case basis, and 1486 

not something we can define right here in Washington, D.C.  And that is where I think, as 1487 

we go forward and we want to make adjustments to this program, we enhance that. 1488 

 And also, is there a way to reward the success we are all talking about, which is 1489 

somebody getting into a job no longer needing assistance?  1490 

 And by the way, when you get a job, we don't want to make it so that you are worse 1491 

off than you were before you got the job, as far as financially and what your family can eat. 1492 

 So I think we need to focus on a lot of local flexibility for caseworkers.  And you 1493 

know, like I said, needs differ.  Whether it is getting your high school degree to be able to 1494 

get that job, let's make that happen.  You know, if it is transportation, let's find a way to 1495 

make that happen.  Whether it is childcare, let's find a way to make that happen.  So I 1496 

would be glad to hear from any of you to help us as we might change the parameters so that 1497 

you all can be successful.  1498 

 And you know, you are all wonderful people, but, Ms. Gray, I don't think I have met 1499 
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a living saint in my life, but you are right up there. 1500 

 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you, sir. 1501 

 *Mr. Wenstrup.  Mr. Collins? 1502 

 *Mr. Collins.  Yes, sir.  Thank you, Congressman.  I think we need -- there is 1503 

more that we can do to reward work.  Given all of the tools that are now in play, I think 1504 

different than in 2005, states, I think, are trying to avoid penalties.  They need to build an 1505 

anti-poverty program and, in so doing, find more ways to reward work, spend more 1506 

resources on rewarding work, and helping people, you know, ladder-up once they get in. 1507 

 For example, income credits, there might be asset-building match-savings programs 1508 

that can be added to when individuals go into work.  And I think that is where we are.  It 1509 

really is about improving it, and adding that kind of accountability from the Federal level to 1510 

allow states and counties, really, to innovate and to think through what is best for that family 1511 

right there on the front lines. 1512 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  And I would just add, ideally, that would be backed by evidence.  1513 

You are a physician, and often, I would guess, when you treat your patients you make sure 1514 

you treat them in a way that the evidence backs up that treatment, that pill, that drug, that 1515 

surgery is going to align. 1516 

 And unfortunately, in too many of our anti-poverty programs across this country, we 1517 

don't treat our poor people that way.  We don't give them the dignity to give them services 1518 

that actually work and have that causal evidence like you would in the medical community.  1519 

And we should demand that of our states. 1520 

 *Ms. Gray.  I would just like to say that our grandfamilies, some of them are not in 1521 

poverty.  They have worked, they have saved, they are now living the life that they want to 1522 

live in retirement.  And then they get a phone call, and they are placed with children in 1523 

their care.  They are making $2,500 a month, and getting denied from TANF because they 1524 
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responsibly saved their money for their retirement.  And now what do they do?  They are 1525 

at an age where they are not always employed, or get employment.  Or if they are able to, 1526 

they are medically disabled or they have got health issues and they cannot work. 1527 

 So the program needs to take into consideration that every family is not the same, 1528 

and that these families that were grandfamilies that saved and put their life together are now 1529 

moving into poverty simply because they are now willing to take care of their children, and 1530 

keep them out of the state's care. 1531 

 *Mr. Wenstrup.  Thank you all very much.  Very helpful. 1532 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Dr. Wenstrup. 1533 

 Our last member is Mrs. Miller of West Virginia, who is not on the subcommittee, 1534 

but thought this committee's topic today so important that we welcomed her to the 1535 

subcommittee today. 1536 

 So welcome, Mrs. Miller. 1537 

 *Mrs. Miller.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I used to be on this committee. 1538 

 [Laughter.] 1539 

 *Mrs. Miller.  So my heart is still here with so many of the issues and the years that 1540 

I spent in the State House dealing -- I am from West Virginia.  I understand poverty.  I 1541 

understand, and I love the word "dignity,'' because it is so important with what we are doing. 1542 

 And I can repeat, there have been no significant changes in TANF since 2005.  And 1543 

you would think that we would have been further along, but we have had lots of issues, and 1544 

we have had COVID come through.  So this hearing, I think, is in the right step for the 1545 

right direction in addressing the loopholes and the gaps.  And it is our duty to help 1546 

Americans in poverty to move out of it, to move -- to have that feeling, that self-satisfaction.  1547 

And so I do believe in -- welfare-to-work is an important step, and we have just got to find 1548 

effective policies and proposals to remove those barriers that you all have been talking 1549 
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about. 1550 

 I just reintroduced my legislation that I had had in before, called the Accelerating 1551 

Individuals into the Workforce Act -- now of 2023, which would reserve up to $100 million 1552 

from the TANF Contingency Fund to subsidize the wages of TANF recipients for up to 12 1553 

months while they are trying to work by incentivizing their employers, like paying for part 1554 

of their salary of -- to these TANF recipients.  The new employees will then receive on-the-1555 

job training, valuable experience. 1556 

 Business owners also understand that it is expensive to train people to work.  And 1557 

so this is -- it is a wonderful addition to the valuable experience that they will have in giving 1558 

them a career.  And so my legislation would invest in the well-being of the families in the 1559 

TANF program by creating a direct pathway to employment for opportunities and success. 1560 

 So Ms. Francis, Mr. Collins, any of you, can you speak to the importance of the 1561 

public-private partnerships in helping welfare recipients move into jobs, retain work, and 1562 

increase their -- to increase their earnings over time? 1563 

 *Ms. Francis.  Thank you for that question.  I think what you brought up was a 1564 

perfect example of how we could collaborate with jobs.  We need to be putting our 1565 

individuals, our customers into higher-paying positions.  We all -- we know that minimum 1566 

wage cannot support a family, and I do believe that employers will be more willing to accept 1567 

people onto their payrolls if they were -- if they did have an incentive to add those people 1568 

on. 1569 

 And if someone can be trained on the job, get that skill, they are not going 1570 

somewhere else but they can get it on the job, they know that they are going to have that 1571 

position, something that they can carry on forward or move up in that position, I think that 1572 

that would be something that would be very beneficial to our customers. 1573 

 *Mrs. Miller.  Thank you. 1574 
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 *Mr. Collins.  Yes.  The beauty of the block grant is that the State of West 1575 

Virginia can do what the state needs to do, and provide opportunities that way.  And each 1576 

and every other state has that same opportunity.  So I think that is important to preserve. 1577 

 I would also always say that there needs to be from this body some level of 1578 

accountability that drives more people through those pathways than the current framework 1579 

does.  The current framework allows way too many loopholes that don't give states enough 1580 

pressure to get as many people through whatever activity that a case manager deems as 1581 

important for them to do. 1582 

 So I think we need to close some of those loopholes up so that there are more 1583 

opportunities to get people to higher-paying jobs that -- the employers that need those 1584 

employees right now. 1585 

 *Mrs. Miller.  Either of the other -- any of you.  And I do want to talk to grandma 1586 

at the end. 1587 

 [Laughter.] 1588 

 *Ms. Reynolds.  I was just going to add, once you get your act passed into law we 1589 

would be more than happy at Notre Dame to study the impact of it so you can build 1590 

evidence, so we can decide should it be expanded over time. 1591 

 *Mrs. Miller.  Yes. 1592 

 *Mr. Maas.  Is a great question, Representative, and thanks for being here. 1593 

 I would echo a lot of the statements that have already been provided.  You know, 1594 

early on in my career I worked directly with employers and offered on-the-job training 1595 

contracts and helping, you know, take the risk on hiring somebody with maybe a little lower 1596 

skill set than what the employer had.  And it always has been and still continues to be a 1597 

valuable tool in our toolbox when working with employers and getting those job-seekers 1598 

connected to employment. 1599 
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 So thank you for being here. 1600 

 *Mrs. Miller.  And I just want to say bless you, Ms. Gray.  In our state, sometimes 1601 

we even have great-grandparents -- 1602 

 *Ms. Gray.  Yes. 1603 

 *Mrs. Miller.  -- that are taking care of kids because, you know, we have had drug 1604 

addiction and various things that have directly affected the family unit.  And so you are so 1605 

brave and so loving, and I just want to say thank you. 1606 

 *Ms. Gray.  Thank you. 1607 

 *Mrs. Miller.  I turn it back to you, boss. 1608 

 *Chairman LaHood.  Thank you, Congresswoman Miller. 1609 

 Well, that concludes our question-and-answer from our members here. 1610 

 I want to just mention one thing.  We have heard a lot about grandfamilies today.  1611 

And just to remind folks that grandfamilies don't have work requirements in TANF.  They 1612 

are considered child-only.  We aren't proposing work requirements for grandparents, I just 1613 

wanted to make that clear. 1614 

 Let me just say in conclusion, as I have listened to the testimony of all five of you 1615 

today and the questions and answers here today, it has really been remarkable.  You have 1616 

been here for over two hours, but your testimony and the question-and-answers, I think, 1617 

have been very compassionate and informative and instructive in many ways, and helps 1618 

guide all of us here as we look at policy solutions on how we reform TANF, and what we 1619 

can do to make the program better, because we are always looking at how do we make 1620 

government more effective, efficient, and accountable.  That is really what today is all 1621 

about.  And you guys were a big part of that. 1622 

 So again, thank you.  We are grateful. 1623 

 I would just lastly say welfare reform was based on one simple idea shared by people 1624 
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of all political stripes:  the belief that the best way out of poverty is a job, and that reducing 1625 

poverty should be about helping people move from welfare to work. 1626 

 And so, as we conclude today, again, we are grateful, and thank you for your 1627 

testimony, and look forward to working with you. 1628 

 Please be advised that members have two weeks to submit written questions to be 1629 

answered later in writing.  Those questions and your answers will be made part of the 1630 

formal record here today. 1631 

 I want to thank Dr. Davis for your work with us on this subcommittee. 1632 

 And with that, the committee is adjourned. 1633 

 [Whereupon, at 4:03 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.] 1634 
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Dear Chairman Smith, Subcommittee Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Neal and Ranking Member of the 

Subcommittee Davis, 

On behalf of the National Association of Counties (NACo), the only organization representing the nation’s 3,069 

counties, parishes, and boroughs, I write to thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the 

importance of the TANF program and how we can strengthen its effectiveness in serving county residents.  

Regardless of population size, geography and available resources, counties are deeply invested in ensuring 
healthy, safe and vibrant communities. Among our numerous responsibilities, serving as the front-line of the 
social safety net is primary function of county governments. However, with nearly 37.9 million Americans living 
below the federal poverty line in 2021, including nearly 12 million children, intergenerational poverty remains 
one of the most pressing challenges facing county leaders as we seek to safeguard the well-being of our 
residents and communities. 
 
Recognizing that poverty operates across multiple systems and population levels, county leaders have adopted 
multigenerational approaches, seeking to disrupt the cycles and systems that keep families at risk. Counties 
employ 257,000 human services workers nationwide and invest more than $62 billion annually in federal, state 
and local funding to support human services programs. Several states also task counties with administering key 
federal human services programs that help stabilize vulnerable residents, including the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families Program (TANF), which is the focus of today’s hearing. Counties administer TANF in California, 
Colorado, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, and Virginia. Together, these 
nine states represent 55 percent of total program participants and accounted for $14.4 billion (45.6 percent) of 
total federal, state and local TANF expenditures in FY 2020. 
 
Given the role that county governments play in administering TANF and other public assistance programs—as 
well as in employing 3.6 million Americans—our employees, administrators and elected officials have unique 
insight into the barriers that certain residents face in accessing stable employment. From our perch on the 
ground, county governments can attest that current labor shortages cannot be solved by changes to TANF alone. 
Because TANF is structured as a block grant—rather than a countercyclical program—it is especially limited in 
reach. Those receiving public assistance are often already working or face unique barriers to employment, while 
those who might be brought into the workforce are still too low in number to close the gap of all open job 
opportunities in a given community. For instance, in Warren County, Ohio (population 246,553), where 
unemployment is 3.2 percent, 711 adults receive Unemployment Insurance (UI) while two adults receive cash 
assistance. However, within a five mile radius of the county seat, there are more than 3000 job postings (many 
of which may be seeking more than one hire.)  
 
Meanwhile, county caseworkers across the country understand that TANF’s complex work requirements remain 
a significant barrier for individuals seeking aid while creating extensive administrative burden for benefits 
workers. Often, TANF-eligible residents face multiple barriers to employment that require significant 
wraparound supports—such as access to child care, education, health care, substance abuse treatment, stable 
housing, transportation and more. At the same time, TANF funding has remained at $16.5 billion annually since 
its inception, with no growth for inflation, while the formula for state allocations remains linked to data from the 
mid-1990s. As a result, basic assistance is limited in its ability to provide meaningful financial support to 
households struggling to make ends meet. Across county-administered TANF states in 2020, the average 
maximum benefit allowed for a single-parent with two children earning no income was just $570 a month—a 
figure that declines rapidly with earnings.i However, those earnings are often restricted, as evidence suggests 
that TANF participants engaging in employment are more likely to have low-paying, unstable jobs. Recent 
analysis by the Congressional Budget Office suggests that even if basic assistance manages to shift individuals 



 

from assistance to employment, that work is insufficient to lift participants out of poverty, “although some 
people have higher income because they work more to meet the programs’ requirements, other people do not 
meet the work requirements and are left with little income from in-kind benefits, cash payments, earnings, or 
other sources. Overall, the increase in total earnings from TANF’s work requirements is about equal to the 
reduction in benefits.”ii For these reasons, NACo opposes arbitrary and counterproductive work and 
participation requirements and supports a strong county role in mutually negotiated outcome measures in 
which states are judged by their progress toward achieving these goals.  
 
TANF-eligible individuals who are not already working, or who are stuck in low-paying and unstable 
employment, may face multiple barriers to stable employment that require significant wraparound supports—
such as access to child care, long-term education and training, health care, substance abuse treatment, stable 
housing, transportation and more. Instead of providing participants with these supports, county caseworkers 
instead must spend significant amounts of time tracking and documenting hours of participation to ensure 
compliance with stringent, often unworkable rules governing the Work Participation Rate (WPR). It is 
unsurprising that basic assistance represents little more than a fifth of TANF expenditures. Even then, children—
not work-eligible adults—represent 71 percent of the basic assistance caseload. 
 
In contrast, the flexible components of the TANF block grant allow many counties to fund programs and services 
that help vulnerable residents gain the necessary stability to access sustainable employment. With these dollars, 
county governments often fund innovative anti-poverty programs as well as key supports—such as child care—
that enable low-income individuals to engage in the workforce. However, the success of these initiatives is not 
accounted for given the narrow metrics by which TANF measures performance.  
 
Counties have long called for a substantive, bipartisan reauthorization of the TANF program to address 
shortcomings that hamper its effectiveness in lifting vulnerable families out of poverty, including by connecting 
participants to sustainable employment. First and foremost, we urge our federal partners to ensure funding 
adequacy for the program by increasing the size of the block grant and indexing it to inflation to ensure that its 
actual value no longer erodes over time.  
 
Additionally, while TANF alone cannot solve worker shortages and intergenerational poverty, additional 
flexibilities could drastically improve the ability of counties and states to meet the individual needs of our 
caseloads. These include, but are not limited to: 
 

• Ensuring any time-limited assistance is accompanied by adequate federal and state funding for a wide 

continuum of supportive services that will help families move towards self sufficiency 

• Replacing the 90 percent WPR for two-parent families with the 50 percent WPR applied to single-parent 

families  

• Providing flexibility in meeting the 30 hour weekly work for two-parent and single parent families, 

including allowing partial credit for hours worked that are less than 30 

• Expanding the list of the 12 activities included in the original TANF law that qualify as work 

• Allowing individuals who are participating in substance use or mental health treatment, and domestic 

violence services to count those activities as work 

• Permitting at least twelve weeks of thirty hours per week a year for job search and job readiness 

activities 

• Expanding the percentage of the TANF caseload that could benefit from the 24-month limit for 

vocational education 



 

• Allowing more than 10 hours a week of basic skills and education training to count as work activities and 

allowing these hours to count toward work participation rates 

• Removing teen parents from the 20 percent vocational education limit 

• Exempting relatives who are caring for a child who would otherwise be in foster care from the work 

requirements and the time limit 

• Allowing higher education, vocational training and high school equivalency programs to count towards 

the work participation rates 

• Exempting adults who are  the  primary  caregivers  of  a  disabled  family  member  from  the work 

requirements 

• Allowing a parent providing child care in a two-parent family to count toward the work requirement 

• Preserving and increasing state flexibility in administering the federal time limits, such as allowing states 

to discount months in which the recipient participates in work and/or specific work activities, including 

substance use disorder treatment, behavioral health and domestic violence services in compliance with 

their employability plan and eliminating childcare,  transportation, and housing from the definition of 

assistance.  

• Lifting the lifetime ban on TANF eligibility for individual family members with drug felony convictions 

• Allowing counties and states to gradually phase-out cash benefits as a family’s income increases, as 

under current policy, a single dollar increase in TANF’s Income Reporting Threshold can make a family 

ineligible for benefits 

• Retaining and enhancing state and county flexibility in using TANF to support subsidized employment 

programs 

• Greater flexibility for counties to coordinate workforce development programs with TANF, including by 

blending and braiding funds 

Counties stand ready to work with Congress and the administration to make evidence-driven improvements to 

the TANF program to ensure it serves the needs of vulnerable county residents. We welcome ongoing dialogue 

with this Committee that acknowledges the complexities and challenges facing county agencies and those we 

serve as we work to implement upstream solutions to intergenerational poverty.  

Thank you for your consideration, and we look forward to continued opportunities offer the county perspective 

on this topic. Please direct any follow-up questions to Rachel Mackey, NACo’s Legislative Director of Human 

Services and Education: rmackey@naco.org. 

 

Sincerely, 

   
Matthew Chase,  
Executive Director  
 

mailto:rmackey@naco.org


 

i Calculations based Welfare Rules Database, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/wrd-2020-
databook-companion-piece-feb2022.pdf   
ii https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57702  
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U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means  
Subcommittee on Work & Welfare  

Written Comments for Hearing, “Welfare is Broken: Restoring Work Requirements to Lift 
Americans Out of Poverty” 

 
Chairman Smith, Ranking Member Neal, Subcommittee Chairman LaHood, Subcommittee Ranking Member 
Davis, and Members of the House Committee on Ways and Means, thank you for the opportunity to submit 
this statement for the record.  
 
First Focus on Children is a bipartisan children’s advocacy organization dedicated to making children and 
families a priority in federal policy and budget decisions. Our organization is committed to ensuring that all 
our nation’s children have equal opportunity to reach their full potential. 
 
The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program is a children’s program. The vast majority 
— over 70 percent — of TANF recipients are children.1  TANF provides critical assistance to millions of 
children and families, but it falls short in promoting lasting economic mobility for recipients and fails to reach 
many kids in need.  In 2019, for every 100 families in poverty, just 23 families received TANF assistance.2   
About half of TANF caseloads are “child-only” caseloads, where children in the household can receive 
assistance even when a parent or caretaker is ineligible. 

Due to its racist design intended to limit assistance to Black mothers and children, states with larger 
percentages of Black residents offer lower levels of cash assistance,3 contributing to Black children 
experiencing disproportionately high rates of poverty compared to white children. As a fixed block grant that 
is not indexed to inflation, TANF has not been effective at adjusting to meet increased need during times of 
economic crisis, and its value has fallen significantly over time.4  

Rather than providing cash assistance, states use a significant amount of TANF dollars for “non-core” 
services and programs that have been historically funded by the state, such as child welfare services, pre-
kindergarten programs, state Earned Income Tax Credits, and more. These funds often supplant state dollars 
for these services rather than providing additional assistance to families with children, and in more egregious 

                                                       
1 Falk, Gene.  “The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant: Responses to Frequently Asked Questions.” Congressional Research 
Service. Updated February 27, 2023. https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RL32760.pdf. 
2 Scott, Liz, Floyd, Ife, and Pavetti, LaDonna. “Cash Assistance Should Promote Equity.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.  August 4, 2021. 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-promote-equity.  
3 Parolin, Zachary. “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and the Black-White Child Poverty Gap in the United States. Socio-Economic Review 19(3). May 
2019. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322715782_Temporary_Assistance_for_Needy_Families_and_the_Black-
White_Child_Poverty_Gap_in_the_United_States. 
4 Falk, Gene.  “The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant: Responses to Frequently Asked Questions.” Congressional Research 
Service. Updated February 27, 2023. https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RL32760.pdf.  

https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RL32760.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-promote-equity
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322715782_Temporary_Assistance_for_Needy_Families_and_the_Black-White_Child_Poverty_Gap_in_the_United_States
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322715782_Temporary_Assistance_for_Needy_Families_and_the_Black-White_Child_Poverty_Gap_in_the_United_States
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RL32760.pdf
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examples, states have used funds to serve upper-middle-class families5 and even fraudulently diverted funds 
to benefit wealthy individuals. 6 

This is to the detriment of children, who greatly benefit in the short- and long-term from cash assistance. A 
2019 landmark study from the nonpartisan National Academy of Sciences7 finds that cash transfers reduce 
child poverty and improve children’s long-term health, educational, and economic outcomes, both by 
increasing access to resources that support children’s healthy development as well as reducing household 
stress, giving parents and caregivers more mental and emotional bandwidth for their children. Cash assistance 
has a two-generation effect in promoting economic mobility — in addition to supporting children, the 
assistance helps adults in the household afford childcare, transportation to work, higher education, or job 
training programs that lead to steady employment and higher-paying jobs. 

 

Lessons Learned from the Child Tax Credit 
 
We have a recent, real-world example that confirms the positive impacts of cash assistance for children and 
families.  Expansions to the Child Tax Credit in 2021 delivered dramatic results for children, nearly cutting 
child poverty in the U.S. in half and narrowing the racial child poverty gap.8 It is hard to overstate the impact, 
for the Child Tax Credit payments transformed the lives of tens of millions of children.  
 
Improvements to the Child Tax Credit greatly increased the amount of the credit, made payments available 
monthly for half of the year, and allowed children in families with little or no income to be eligible for the full 
credit for the first time.  Analysis from Columbia University’s Center on Poverty and Social Policy9 finds that 
children in the lowest income households who were ineligible for the Child Tax Credit prior to the 2021 
enhancements — Black and Hispanic children, young children, and children in single-parent, rural or large 
families — all experienced significant declines in child poverty in 2021. 

 
Expanding the Child Tax Credit also significantly reduced material hardship and household food insecurity 
with “no significant differences in the changes in employment between December 2020 and December 2021 
for adults who received the payments and adults who did not receive the payments.”10 In fact, the Child Tax 
Credit is found to help mothers, especially single mothers, increase their labor force participation by allowing 
them to afford childcare, transportation, and other necessities that help them get to work.11  
 
With the expiration of the improvements to the Child Tax Credit at the end of 2021, nearly 4 million children 
immediately fell back into poverty in January 2022.12 By July 2022, the percentage of households with 
children that reported they could not afford enough food had increased by 25%.13 

                                                       
5 Clark, Krissy, Esch, Caitlin, and Delvac, Gina. “How Welfare Money Funds College Scholarships.” NPR Marketplace.  June 10, 2016. 
https://www.marketplace.org/2016/06/10/how-welfare-money-funds-college-scholarships/.  
6 Chappell, Bill. “Mississippi's Ex-Welfare Director, 5 Others Arrested Over 'Massive' Fraud.” NPR. February 6, 2020. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/02/06/803399172/mississippis-ex-welfare-director-5-others-arrested-in-massive-fraud. 
7 “A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty.” National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. National Academies Press. 2019. 
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty. 
8 Baldari, Cara. “U.S. Child Poverty in 2021.”  First Focus on Children. Fact Sheet. September 21, 2022. https://firstfocus.org/resources/fact-sheet/u-s-child-poverty-in-
2021. 
9 Wimer, Christopher, Collyer, Sophie, Harris, David, and Lee, Jiwan. “The 2021 Child Tax Credit Expansion: Child Poverty Reduction and the Children Formerly Left 
Behind.” Columbia University Center on Poverty and Social Policy. Poverty & Social Policy Brief.  Vol. 6 No. 8. November 2, 2022. 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/610831a16c95260dbd68934a/t/63629828229a175d3864c0a1/1667405865381/Expanded-CTC-and-Child-Poverty-in-2021-
CPSP.pdf.  
10 Karpman, Michael, Maag, Elaine, Zuckerman, Stephen, and Wissoker, Doug. “Child Tax Credit Recipients Experienced a Larger Decline in Food Insecurity and a Similar 
Change in Employment as Nonrecipients between 2020 and 2021.” Urban Institute. Brief. May 9, 2022. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/child-tax-credit-
recipients-experienced-larger-decline-food-insecurity-and. 
11 Hammond, Samuel. “New research finds the Child Tax Credit promotes work.” December 10, 2020. 
Niskanen Center. https://www.niskanencenter.org/new-research-finds-the-child-tax-credit-promotes-work/. 
12 “Absence of Monthly Child Tax Credit Leads to 3.7 Million More Children in Poverty in January 2022.” Columbia Center on Poverty and Social Policy. Policy Brief. 
February 17, 2022. https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/publication/monthly-poverty-january-2022. 
13 Bovell-Ammon, Allison, C. McCann, Nicole, Mulugeta, Martha, Ettinger de Cuba, Stephanie, Raifman, Julia, and Shafer, Paul. “Association of the Expiration of Child 
Tax Credit Advance Payments with Food Insufficiency in US Households.” Children’s HealthWatch. Journal of American Medical Association Network Open.  October 21, 
2022. https://childrenshealthwatch.org/association-of-the-expiration-of-child-tax-credit-advance-payments-with-food-insufficiency-in-us-households/. 

https://www.marketplace.org/2016/06/10/how-welfare-money-funds-college-scholarships/
https://www.npr.org/2020/02/06/803399172/mississippis-ex-welfare-director-5-others-arrested-in-massive-fraud
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty
https://firstfocus.org/resources/fact-sheet/u-s-child-poverty-in-2021
https://firstfocus.org/resources/fact-sheet/u-s-child-poverty-in-2021
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/610831a16c95260dbd68934a/t/63629828229a175d3864c0a1/1667405865381/Expanded-CTC-and-Child-Poverty-in-2021-CPSP.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/610831a16c95260dbd68934a/t/63629828229a175d3864c0a1/1667405865381/Expanded-CTC-and-Child-Poverty-in-2021-CPSP.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/child-tax-credit-recipients-experienced-larger-decline-food-insecurity-and
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/child-tax-credit-recipients-experienced-larger-decline-food-insecurity-and
https://www.niskanencenter.org/new-research-finds-the-child-tax-credit-promotes-work/
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/publication/monthly-poverty-january-2022
https://childrenshealthwatch.org/association-of-the-expiration-of-child-tax-credit-advance-payments-with-food-insufficiency-in-us-households/
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The lesson from 2021 shows us that the best way to help children in need is through cash assistance that is 
delivered to families monthly and without any employment or earnings requirements, thereby ensuring that all 
households have a steady source of income to provide for children as they are undergoing critical stages of 
brain development.   

First Focus on Children urges you to look to the example of the Child Tax Credit for guidance in improving 
TANF and pass reforms that require states to redirect more funds towards cash assistance to families. 

 

Negative Implications of Work Requirements for Child Well-Being 

Nearly 30 years of evidence show that TANF’s work requirements have failed to improve employment 
outcomes for program participants.14 Documenting work is especially onerous for low-wage workers who 
often have no control over their schedules and whose hours may vary from week to week. Workers in 
immigrant households are more likely to be paid in cash and to lack pay stubs or paychecks, making 
employment verification difficult. Certain employers may be unwilling to provide a letter of employment 
verification.15 Furthermore, some parents are self-employed and may not have an employer available to 
provide verification. Work requirements also do not account for uncompensated child rearing and caretaking 
of family members, work that produces large benefits to the collective whole. Grandparents caring for 
grandchildren, or parents caring for children with disabilities or special health care needs face particular 
barriers to economic security.  

Rather than fostering economic mobility, work requirements prevent parents and caretakers from accessing 
assistance programs and family support and have a negative impact on children and their families, hindering 
healthy child development and causing additional burdens on struggling families. The National Academy of 
Sciences sums it up by finding that “that work requirements are at least as likely to increase as to decrease 
poverty.”16  
 
As we heard from Ms. Gray’s testimony during last week’s hearing, work requirements and other bureaucratic 
hurdles are particularly onerous for the millions of grandparents and older relatives who are caring for 
children, and often prevent these families from accessing TANF. Some households headed by grandparents 
or older caretakers can receive TANF assistance for child(ren) in the home as a “child-only” case, but the 
number of these caseloads vary greatly across states, and the level of cash assistance provided is often small 
and includes no wraparound support.17   
 
 
Recommendations for TANF Reform 
 
In closing, we urge you to improve TANF’s effectiveness at reducing child poverty and promoting family 
economic mobility by:  

• Adding child poverty reduction as the overarching goal of TANF; 

• Requiring states to report on how TANF spending impacted their state child poverty rate; 

• Mandating that states spend a significant amount of TANF funds on basic cash assistance for 
families with children with very low incomes; 

                                                       
14 Safawi, Ali and Pavetti, LaDonna. “Most Parents Leaving TANF Work, But in Low-Paying, Unstable Jobs, Recent Studies Find.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 
November 19, 2020. https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/most-parents-leaving-tanf-work-but-in-low-paying-unstable-jobs. 
15 Gelatt, Julia and Koball, Heather. “Immigrant Access to Health and Human Services.” Urban Institute. October 2014. 
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/33551/2000012-Immigrant-Access-to-Health-and-Human-Services.pdf. 
16 “A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty.” National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. National Academies Press. 2019. 
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty. 
17 Joyce, Kristen. “TANF Child-Only Cases: Characteristics, needs, services, and service delivery challenges.”  Office of Family Assistance, Administration for Children and 
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/uploaded_files/TANF_Child-Only-Brief-091919-508.pdf.  
Last accessed March 30, 2023. 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/most-parents-leaving-tanf-work-but-in-low-paying-unstable-jobs
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/33551/2000012-Immigrant-Access-to-Health-and-Human-Services.pdf
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/33551/2000012-Immigrant-Access-to-Health-and-Human-Services.pdf
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty
https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/uploaded_files/TANF_Child-Only-Brief-091919-508.pdf
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• Increasing program funding, indexing funds to inflation, and allocating additional funds to states with 
high rates of child poverty; 

• Improving the program’s ability to respond during times of increased need by eliminating its block 
grant structure; 

• Eliminating work requirements for assistance and instead funding trained providers to help parents 
and caregivers pursue higher education or skills training by guaranteeing quality childcare, 
transportation assistance, and other supports; 

• Using funds to prevent children from entering foster care and increasing support for relatives, 
including grandparents and older relatives, who care for children when their parents are unable;   

• Getting rid of family caps, asset tests, family sanctions, arbitrary work requirements, and other 
policies that either block or reduce benefits to families with children and deepen racial economic 
disparities; 

• Requiring that all states pass through all child support collected on behalf of households receiving 
TANF, rather than reimbursing themselves, and disregard any income received through child 
support for the purposes of TANF eligibility. 

 



1 
 

April 12, 2023 

Subcommittee Hearing on Welfare is Broken: Restoring Work Requirements to Lift 

Americans Out of Poverty. 

House Committee on Ways and Means, Chairman Jason Smith and Work & Welfare 

Subcommittee Chairman Darin LaHood. 

 

Comments related to hearing on March 29, 2023: 

Oregon Department of Human Services 

Self-Sufficiency Program Design 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Program Manager 

Annette Palmer 

500 Summer St. NE, Salem OR, 97301 

Phone: 503-934-5041 

Fax: 503-581-6198 

 

 

The Oregon Department of Human Services, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF) Program offers a family assessment to families who apply for TANF. The intent 

of the assessment is to determine barriers families may be facing as well as goals they 

would like to work toward. The overarching mission of the ODHS is to focus on the 

whole well-being of all people and families. When families apply for TANF they are 

either underemployed or no longer employed. They are living well below the federal 

poverty level and frequently need housing stabilization, behavioral health services due to 

trauma, substance use disorder treatment, additional on the job training, education, etc. 

before they are at a place where they can locate and maintain a living wage job.  

The current policies set forward under Code of Federal Regulations, 45 Public Welfare, 

as sited below do not support full family well-being, or ensuring families are able to 

achieve economic stability and mobility.  

  

1. Work Participation Rate (WPR): Oregon recommends that WPR change so states 

can focus on assisting individuals to obtain economic stability and mobility. To 

best help families reach their educational goals to obtain meaningful employment 

45 CFR 261.2 and CFR 261.33 would remove language that limits vocational 

education to a period of 12 months per individual. By removing this limitation 

states can count additional hours that are truly assisting families towards their 

WPR. Additionally, we recommend the WPR percentages be adjusted to levels in 
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which states could focus on working with families so they can engage in activities 

that will lead them to long lasting well-being, economic mobility and stability 

removing them from the federal assistance cycle. 

 

 

2. Core countable activities and hours: To best support families in achieving 

economic mobility and stability, and in moving them away from federal subsidies 

and out of poverty, Oregon recommends the following changes to 45 CFR 261.31, 

261.32, CFR 261.34, CFR 261.35.  

 

a. Reduce the mandatory hours that individuals must complete to meet 

participation requirements. This will allow states to properly assist families 

with other areas of their well-being and participation in life skill activities.  

 

b. Remove the limitation of four consecutive weeks for Job Search and Job 

Readiness activities. This will allow states to count continuous hours 

towards their WPR while individuals continue to prepare for and seek 

employment. 

 

c. Remove the core/non-core countable hour restrictions that state the first 20 

of the required 30 hours, 30 of the required 35 hours, and 50 of the 55 

required hours must come from core countable activities, the remaining 

hours can come from non-core countable. Essentially get rid of core vs non-

core and make them all countable. While also expanding on the allowable 

countable activities. 

 

Oregon does not currently utilize the caseload reduction credit. Our focus on family well-

being lends us to improve our policies to ensure families are able to stay on TANF to 

receive the services they need and to fully address any barriers that may limit their 

opportunities to achieve success in locating long-term living wage employment. 

Overcoming barriers such as trauma, abuse, behavioral health concerns, substance use 

disorder take time and cannot generally be completed in six weeks per fiscal year, which 

is all that can be considered countable toward the WPR, unless the state is considered 

needy which is then 12 weeks per fiscal year. 

In conclusion we believe making work participation requirements more stringent will not 

assist families in moving out of poverty, it will only continue the revolving door of 

federal assistance.  



 

 
 

 

U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means 

Subcommittee on Work & Welfare 

Written Comments for Hearing, “Welfare is Broken: Restoring Work 

Requirements to Lift Americans Out of Poverty” 
 

Chairman Smith, Ranking Member Neal, Subcommittee Chairman LaHood, 

Subcommittee Ranking Member Davis, and Members of the House Committee on Ways 

and Means, thank you for the opportunity to submit this statement for the record.  

 

The Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) is a coalition of hundreds of private and 

public agencies that since 1920 has worked to serve children and families who are 

vulnerable. Our expertise, leadership and innovation on policies, programs, and practices 

help improve the lives of millions of children across the country. Our impact is felt 

worldwide. 

 

We appreciate the opportunity to submit our recommendations on the future of the 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant. TANF is important to 

child welfare for three reasons: its role in providing support to relative caregivers, its 

significant financial support to wrap-around child welfare services, and its potential to 

address child poverty, which research has shown is a risk factor in abuse and neglect. 

 

TANF and Child Welfare 

 

TANF, like its predecessor, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 

program, provides an important source of support to relative caregivers through the child-

only grant. In FY 2020, 457,000 families were receiving child-only grants1, a total that is 

decreasing from 2015 when there were 649,000 child-only families2.  Approximately half 

                                                        
1 U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of 
Family Assistance, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF): Fiscal and Calendar Year 2020; 
Total Number of No Parent Families. Retrieved from: 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ofa/fy2020_tanf_caseload_0par_0.pdf. 
2 U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of 
Family Assistance, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF): Temporary Assistance to 
Needy Families Twelfth Report to Congress Fiscal Years 2014 and 2015. Retrieved from: 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ofa/12th_annual_tanf_report_to_congress_f
inal.pdf. 



 

of these families include a parent not covered by TANF assistance while relative 

caregivers are included in the remaining half.  

 

These child-only grants allow some relative caregivers to avoid entering the formal child 

welfare system, which may be appropriate for some families. In other instances, these 

TANF-funded grants can support children in the child welfare system who may not 

qualify for federal reimbursement due to Title IV-E eligibility restrictions. It’s an 

important alternative for many families trying to maintain family connections for the 

children involved. Perhaps the greatest challenge here is the drain on funding. As TANF 

loses its value due to inflation and past reductions to the block grant, it becomes more 

difficult to provide adequate support to relative caregivers while also addressing the 

needs of single and two parent families through basic assistance. 

 

TANF is also important because it provides important wraparound services by funding 

important family support, family preservation and other preventive services.  In FY 2020 

over $1.2 billion in child welfare services were drawn from TANF and spent in this way.  

This does not include child-only grant funding or the other vital human services supports 

funded through the TANF block grant, including supplemental child care funding, Head 

Start supplemental funding, state supplements to the Earned Income Tax Credits or other 

services.  All these services should be viewed as initiatives to prevent child maltreatment 

and to prevent foster care placements. 

 

That said, TANF plays a significant role in other parts of the child welfare system.  

TANF funds flow into some foster care placements because the law allows some states to 

spend TANF funds in the same way they spent funds through the AFDC program before 

1996 when TANF replaced AFDC. In this way, TANF supplements some of these out of 

home placements, a critical support given that Title IV-E foster care and kinship care 

assistance continues to erode due to the ongoing eligibility link to the July 1996 AFDC 

eligibility requirements. Less than 40 percent of the foster care population are now 

covered through Title IV-E. 

 

In federal fiscal year (FY) 2020, at least 15 states spent more than 15 percent of their 

TANF funds directly on child welfare services, including the Chairperson and Ranking 

Member’s home state of Illinois, which spent approximately 20 percent of FY2020 

TANF funds on child welfare services.  These funds are in addition to child-only relative 

care services. 

 

We caution this Subcommittee that, short of a significant increase in the $16.5 billion 

TANF block grant, restricting this use of TANF funding would be harmful to children 

and families, since these dollars have become critical funding sources for child welfare, 

child care and prevention services. 

 

TANF and Federal Strategies to Addressing Poverty 

 

There is another key part that TANF can and should play regarding child welfare: 

reduction of child poverty. Re-focusing the mission of the TANF program on child 



 

poverty would provide critical relief to families both in and outside of the formal child 

welfare system and could reduce reports of suspected child maltreatment due to poverty-

related neglect. 

 

More than five years ago, CWLA President and CEO Chris James-Brown served on the 

Congressionally mandated committee for National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 

and Medicine to study evidence-based strategies to reduce child poverty by half within a 

ten-year period.  This Congressionally driven study resulted in the 2019 National 

Academy of Sciences report, A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty. 

 

After nearly two years of work, the Committee completed a review of the research 

literature and commissioned analyses to answer some of the most important questions 

surrounding child poverty and its eradication in the United States.  The Committee found 

there was no single approach that could reduce child poverty in half within ten years.  

The Academy report identified a combination of evidence-based, work-based and income 

support packages that would reduce child poverty and deep poverty within the ten year 

timeframe and recommended four different approaches, which did not include TANF but 

instead focused on expansions of tax credits like the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), 

the Child Tax Credit (CTC), and the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC), 

increasing the minimum wage, and expanding access to basic needs through SNAP and 

housing vouchers3. These programs and tax incentives were grounded in sufficient 

research to be selected as the most effective way to reduce child poverty.  

 

The Committee did examine TANF and other anti-poverty programs but as the 

Committee stated in CONCLUSION 7-4:  

 

“There is insufficient evidence to identify mandatory work policies that would reliably 

reduce child poverty, and it appears that work requirements are at least as likely to 

increase as to decrease poverty. The dearth of evidence also reflects underinvestment 

over the past two decades in methodologically strong evaluations of the impacts of 

alternative work programs,4” (emphasis added). 

 

The Report further detailed, “…very little evidence concerning the impact of block grants 

on poverty rates meets the standard of rigor we imposed on the other reforms we 

simulated. Second, block grants come in a variety of forms, and knowing how they are 

constructed is crucial in assessing any poverty impacts they might have. Accordingly, 

there is no simple answer to the question of whether block grants are likely to increase or 

reduce poverty.5” 

 

When specifically addressing work requirements in block grants, as was the topic of the 

Subcommittee hearing, the Report Committee noted, “One study which attempted to 

separate the work components concluded that ‘work requirements alone have relatively 

                                                        
3 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2019. A Roadmap to Reducing Child 
Poverty. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25246. 
4 Ibid., p. 210 
5 Ibid., p. 211 



 

weak effects on family income and poverty,6’ (Grogger and Karoly, 2005, p. 171).” 

Hearing witness Heather Reynolds, Managing Director, Lab for Economic Opportunities 

at the University of Notre Dame, corroborated this finding in her testimony, noting that 

the currently available data makes clear that flexible funding and case management are 

needed for people to retain work and move out of poverty. 

 

The Report notes that there is some evidence that TANF had short-term impacts on 

poverty at the time of its implementation, but there was insufficient research to prove its 

long-term impact as a poverty-reduction program. 

 

…“A review examining the short-run poverty impacts of well-evaluated pre-1996 

programs resembling TANF, as well as studies of TANF itself, concluded that while 

evaluations of most of the pre-1996 programs showed no effect on poverty, some of the 

studies of TANF itself suggested that it did indeed reduce poverty (Grogger and Karoly, 

2005). The review cautioned that after time limits became effective and block grants 

declined in real value, the program might show different effects. A later review by Ziliak 

(2016) found less evidence for the poverty-reducing impact of the 1996 legislation, which 

suggests that the longer-run impacts of TANF on poverty reduction may have been 

smaller than its short-run impacts.7” 

 

More recently, the New York Times with Child Trends released a study, Expanded 

Safety Net Drives Sharp Drop in Child Poverty, which examined the impact of various 

federal programs on reducing child poverty. The positive news is that the analysis found 

that child poverty had been reduced by 59 percent between 1993 and 2020 (before the 

COVID-19 pandemic began) but the decrease was not the result of TANF.   

 

While that analysis found that multiple forces reduced child poverty, including the 

employment rate, labor force participation and state minimum wage increases, the story 

went on to state, “But a dominant factor [in reducing child poverty] was the expansion of 

government aid.8”  

 

The federal programs that had the greatest impact between 1993 and 2019 included, in 

order of significance: the Earned-income tax credit, Social Security, SNAP, Housing 

assistance, Free and discounted school lunch, Supplemental Security Income, Cash 

assistance, Women/children nutrition (WIC), Unemployment insurance, and Home 

energy assistance.    

 

The New York Times-Child Trends analysis found that cash assistance had reduced child 

poverty by 5 percent in 1993 but by only 2 percent in 2019. By comparison the EITC had 

reduced child poverty by 5 percent in 1993 and by 22 percent by 2019. The only two 

                                                        
6 Ibid., p. 210 (footnote). 
7 Ibid., p. 214 
8 DeParle, J. (2022, September 11). Expanded Safety Net Drives Sharp Drop in Child Poverty. New 
York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/11/us/politics/child-poverty-analysis-safety-
net.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/11/us/politics/child-poverty-analysis-safety-net.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/11/us/politics/child-poverty-analysis-safety-net.html


 

federal programs that had not increased its reduction in child poverty between 1993 and 

2019 were TANF and unemployment insurance.   

 

The Need to Refocus and Increase TANF Funding 

 

Similar to other block grants that convert entitlement funds to a fixed allocation or block 

grant, the value of TANF has been eroded by more than 40 percent by inflation. Some of 

the funding was actually eliminated in 2012 with the elimination of the supplemental 

TANF grants. The block grant funds are insufficient to meaningfully reduce poverty, 

which ought to be a primary purpose of the TANF program. As noted in the Roadmap 

Report, “block grants that are inadequately funded, fail to be sustained, or lack provisions 

for countercyclical adjustment have resulted in reduced support for low-income families 

and in increased poverty.9” 

 

We hope Congress will do much more as part of a poverty reduction strategy including 

restoring the Child Tax Credit as it existed during the pandemic. For now, regarding this 

particular program, we do propose certain reforms. 

 

When AFDC was converted into the TANF block grant in 1996, over 65 percent of poor 

families were receiving cash assistance through AFDC. In recent years that percentage 

has shrunk to less than 1 in four of poor families receiving cash assistance. “Because 

expenditures in the TANF program have fallen so dramatically, the cash component of 

the program currently contributes very little to poverty reduction. Eliminating TANF  

would increase the child poverty rate by about one-half of one percentage point.10” While 

we believe that TANF can reduce some deep poverty (families at one-half the federal 

poverty level), if TANF is to live up to its potential to reduce poverty for children and 

families, it will be necessary to implement significant reforms that refocus the program 

on poverty reduction and increase efficacy and access for families in need of support. 

 

More than five years ago this Subcommittee considered a re-draft and reauthorization of 

the TANF law—something that is long overdue.  At that time, we submitted several 

suggestions tied to an earlier reauthorization draft. Some of those comments, although 

over 5 years old still hold value today: 

 

Purposes of the Act 

CWLA supports the inclusion poverty reduction as one of the purposes of the act as we 

did more than two decades ago. We feel this is an important step in helping to focus 

TANF on assistance for poor families. As was noted multiple times during the Work and 

Welfare Subcommittee Hearing, more than 70% of TANF recipients are children11. 

TANF reform is an opportunity to focus on reducing poverty for children. 

                                                        
9 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2019. A Roadmap to Reducing Child 
Poverty. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25246. P. 213 
10 Ibid., p. 213 footnote. 
11 Falk, Gene. “The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant: Responses to 
Frequently Asked Questions.” Congressional Research Service. Updated February 27, 2023. 
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/RL32760.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.17226/25246


 

 

In addition to adding poverty reduction to the purposes, states ought to be rewarded for 

decreasing the number of families that are poor, or at least the number of families in deep 

poverty, in need of assistance. Incentivizing states to reduce poverty and deep poverty, 

with clear and relevant success measures, would refocus the TANF program to address 

desired outcomes rather than outputs, such as tracking the number of hours spent on 

work-related activities.  

 

Elimination of Caseload Credit 

Part of the unofficial goals of the TANF program was to reduce welfare caseloads, and it 

was largely successful: “by 2000 it was only a little more than one-half of what it had 

been in 1995, prior to passage of the TANF legislation.12” We support elimination of the 

caseload credit because it has placed too much emphasis on reduction of cash assistance 

caseloads since 1996. Although caseloads have dramatically decreased, poverty has not 

decreased in equal measure. The overall goal of TANF should include not just assisting 

adults to find permanent and productive work but also the provision of needed assistance 

for vulnerable families.  Incentives that reward decreasing caseloads in times of great 

need, as was the case during the recession of 2008-09, should not be a goal - the main 

goal must be to assist and protect families.  We recognize the interaction this caseload 

reduction credit has on state work targets but caseload reduction in and of itself is a false 

test of success for this human service program.  

 

Improved Counting Hours/Work 

We support improvements in how and what qualifies as work. We support allowing states 

to count as partial work credits for adults who may not be able to meet the full number of 

hours but who are working. We also support a broader definition of work that expands 

upon what a state may be able to count.   

 

As part of this recommendation, we support the expanded way in which states can count 

vocation education as meeting the work requirements, the extension to 26 for adults 

seeking their GED or high school degrees, and we suggest that a cap on how many adults 

are counted under the vocation education provisions be removed.  

 

Penalty Provisions 

We believe that any penalties assessed on states should be redirected into program 

improvement plans. If a state is failing to successfully move adults into work or failing to 

meet their targets, revenue from penalties assessed would be better utilized in working 

with that state in developing more effective strategies around assistance and work.  

 

Individuals Convicted of a Drug Related Crime 

The current blanket prohibition on assistance to anyone with a past conviction of a drug 

related crime should be eliminated. This barrier is a relic of past political scare tactics, 

when too many policymakers viewed drug-addiction as a scourge of the cities dominated 

                                                        
12 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2019. A Roadmap to Reducing Child 
Poverty. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25246. P. 213 
12 Ibid., p. 213. 

https://doi.org/10.17226/25246


 

by the use of crack-cocaine, declaring a War on Drugs to combat its usage. We now have 

more research and knowledge available to us, as well as experience over the past 25 years 

of addressing the epidemics of manufactured drugs such as methamphetamines that were 

prevalent in rural areas and more recently opiods which are a product of the drug-

regulated pharmaceutical industry and found in in both rural and suburban settings. 

Addiction is an illness that doesn’t discriminate and people with addictions can and do 

recover when the right supports are available.  

 

It’s time to address the need for greater access to substance use treatment and to walk 

away from outdated assumptions that we can penalize people out of their substance use 

addictions. If our goal is productive employment that lifts people up, then treatment and 

not penalty is the more logical approach. 

 

Minimum Spending on Child Care, Cash Assistance and Work Activities 

 

In the past there has been discussion of limiting how TANF is spent to some mission-

focused parts of TANF.  While there may be some logic to limiting the block grant to 

assistance, work support and child care, we caution the Subcommittee that any such 

reforms must include an increase in the $16.5 billion block grant. 

 

It is worth noting that in the Roadmap Report, the Committee found that in order for 

work requirements to be successful in reducing child poverty, “[c]oupling mandated 

employment with work supports like child care, job search assistance, and transportation 

assistance is often the key to success, because… low-income families face many barriers 

to work related to these factors.13” In the absence of broad reform and investment in these 

supports outside of TANF, it is prudent to continue to allow TANF funds to be spent in 

this way. 

 

Elimination of Marriage Penalty 

 

We support the elimination of the separate and often times too rigorous work 

requirements and standards for married families.  The current work requirements have 

often failed to take into account the challenges that many of these families experience due 

to the areas of the country they live in or the personal challenges that these families may 

be living with. 

 

Additional Concerns: 

In regard to data collection, we suggest that states, through TANF in coordination with 

the child welfare agency, collect data on the number of children in child only families 

that are in state custody while receiving child-only grants.  In addition, the state should 

indicate if these children are also counted as part of their AFCARS data in the out-of-

home care category.  

 

We also propose that under the TANF program, if a state also has a Title IV-E subsidized 

guardianship program that families be informed of their options including the options 

                                                        
13 Ibid., P. 208 



 

available under Title IV-E, the supports available and the benefit levels provided under 

TANF compared to Title IV-E. Similar information is required under Title IV-E 

regulations but not under the TANF program.  

 

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to offer these recommendations for the record and 

for your consideration and attention to our comments. 
 



To whom it my concern, 
I’m a single grandmother raising my granddaughter. When I received guardianship of my 

granddaughter 6 yrs ago I worked outside the house. I went to apply for work related daycare, 

and the child only grant. I was told here in Oregon that the child only grant is based off my 

income and that I did not qualify for anything. I was forced to work overtime at my job so I 

could afford to pay daycare so that meant more time away from my granddaughter, which really 

needed me Due to her abandonment issues.   We make the choice to keep our grandchildren safe 

and out of the custody of children services and pay a harsh reality when most services are based 

on our income and not the needs of the family or child those needs of the family and child do not 

change just because of our income, I’ve had to give up our home and move to a fifth wheel 

because I could not afford to stay there any longer with the rising cost in our economy. I was 

even told at that time from the ombudsman that maybe I should just sign her over to DHS  so we 

could get the services I was requesting now that’s a sad reality. I have to ask if you were forced 

to make that decision because of a financial hardship and only needing help with daycare would 

you sign your grand child over or would you do what you need to do to make ends meet for your 

family? For me signing her over was not an option so I did what I had to do to make ends meet. 

Now I ask you to take a moment and think about if I received the child only grant in assistance 

with daycare would I have given up my home that my granddaughter had lived in and was 

familiar with? The answer is no I’m asking you to take into consideration the position families 

are put in attempting to keep their children/grandchildren out of the system and with family 

members. And weigh out the cost of having these children in DHS custody as opposed to lifting 

the income requirements so grandparents and family members raising family members. Children 

could receive the child only grant. The other issue I hear a lot about is that they force us to 

comply with child support enforcement. When I took over guardianship, the agreement was to 

give my daughter time to find, stable, housing, employment, and for her to get clean and sober. 

The last thing I wanted to add to her plate was child support. I wanted her focus to first and 

foremost, beginning, clean, and sober. She was also involved in an abusive relationship that I 

wanted her to get away from. I did apply at first for child support due to my financial situation 

and needing the extra income, and being denied for the child on the grant. When Covid hit I had 

to find a job working from home because there were no daycare’s open at that time. I was able to 

use essential staff daycare at first, which was no cost to me and help make ends meet then I 

found a job working from home, but that was also difficult because I was homeschooling at that 

time and did not have the extra money to pay a tutor to come in and help with that. So again I ask 

that here in Oregon the income restrictions are lifted and that each families situation is taken into 

consideration , and to also look at the money we are saving the state keeping our grand children 

out of the system. Thank you for your time and reading this and taking this into consideration. If 

you have any further questions, you can contact me at 360-6078919 or my email  Which 

is Tsantini62@gmail.com  
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Welfare is Broken: Restoring Work Requirements to Lift Americans Out of Poverty 

United States House Committee on Ways and Means, Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 

Testimony of Donna Butts, Executive Director, Generations United 

Wednesday, March 29th, 2:00 PM 

Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the Subcommittee: 

Thank you for your commitment to families and the opportunity to submit written testimony 

about the critical role Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) plays in the lives of 

grandparents, other relatives and close family friends raising children, also known as 

grandfamilies or kinship families. My name is Donna Butts and I have the honor as serving as 

the executive director of Generations United.  

Generations United’s mission is to improve the lives of children, youth, and older adults 
through intergenerational collaboration, public policies, and programs for the enduring benefit 
for all. As the only national nonprofit focused solely on intergenerational solutions, Generations 
United acts as a catalyst for stimulating collaboration among a wide range of organizations 
focused on aging, children, and youth and provides a forum to explore areas of common ground 
to advance innovative public policies and programs. 

For nearly twenty-five years, Generations United’s National Center on Grandfamilies has been a 

leading voice for issues affecting families headed by grandparents, other relatives, and close 

family friends. Through the Center, Generations United leads an advisory group of 

organizations, caregivers, and youth that sets the national agenda to advance public will in 

support of these families. The Center’s work is guided by the GRAND Voices Network of 

grandfamily caregivers representing 46 states and 12 tribes, including Ms. Victoria Gray of 

Arizona, who provided in-person testimony on behalf of grandfamilies at this hearing. Center 

staff conduct federal advocacy, train grandfamilies to advocate for themselves, and raise 

awareness about the strengths and needs of the families through an annual State of 

Grandfamilies report, media outreach, weekly communications, and awareness-raising events. 

As of fall 2021, Generations United, along with five national partners and an array of subject 

matter experts, also operates the first-ever national technical assistance center on 

grandfamilies and kinship families, known as the Grandfamilies & Kinship Support Network 

(Network). Through a cooperative agreement with the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services’ Administration for Community Living, the Network is providing a new way for 

government agencies and nonprofit organizations in states, tribes, and territories to collaborate 

and work across jurisdictional and systemic boundaries – all to improve supports and services 

for grandfamilies and kinship families now and into the future. More information can be found 

at www.gu.org, www.gksnetwork.org, and www.grandfamilies.org.  

For many grandfamilies, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families is the only source of support 

to help meet the children’s basic needs, yet barriers like work requirements can prevent many 

http://www.gu.org/
http://www.gksnetwork.org/
http://www.grandfamilies.org/


of them from being able to access it and the payment amount still leaves most grandfamilies 

struggling to make ends meet.   

When parents are unable to raise their children, grandparents and extended family step up and 

wrap children in the protective cocoon of family, providing roots and connection to culture, 

keeping siblings under one roof, and showering children with the one thing money cannot buy – 

love. Currently more than 2.5 million children benefit from the sacrifices of grandparents, other 

relatives, or close family friends, and they thrive in this loving care. Collectively, they save our 

country more than $4 billion a year by keeping children connected to their roots and out of 

foster care. 

Yet, grandfamilies often step into their caregiving role unexpectedly and struggle financially to 

provide for children they did not plan or expect to raise. Caregivers may step into this role for a 

host of reasons, including the parent’s substance use, mental illness, military deployment, or 

death. This list grows whenever our country faces a crisis, including most recently the COVID-19 

pandemic. For every 1 child being raised by kin in foster care, there are 18 children being raised 

by kin outside foster care. TANF is one of the few sources of support for grandfamilies outside 

of the foster care system. 

There are two basic types of grants a relative caregiver may receive under TANF: "child-only" 

and "family". Child-only grants were designed to consider only the needs and income of the 

child. A child’s income might include child support payments or a public benefit like 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Because most children have limited income, most relative 

caregivers can receive a child-only grant on behalf of the children in their care. Unfortunately, 

child-only grants are typically quite small and may be insufficient to meet the needs of the 

child.   

The second type of TANF grant for which relative caregivers may be eligible is a “family grant.” 

Since one of the main purposes of TANF is “to provide assistance to needy families so that 

children may be cared for in their own homes or in the homes of relatives,” relative caregivers 

who meet the state’s income and asset criteria are eligible to receive a grant that addresses 

their needs, as well as those of the child. Although these grants are larger than the child only 

grants, federal law imposes a 60-month time limit and work requirements on such grants.  

TANF Family Grants 

Work requirements are not new under TANF, but in the past individuals throughout the country 

who were part of an AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) assistance unit were 

exempt if they were too ill to work, over age 59, were needed in the home to care for an 

incapacitated household member or were providing care for young children. These exemptions 

no longer exist under federal law, although the states have the flexibility to exempt groups 

from TANF’s work requirements and time limits. Depending on the state and the exemptions 

made, TANF family grants may not be available for retired relative caregivers or for caregivers 

who will need assistance for more than 60 months. This poses a significant barrier for 



grandfamilies, as 45% of grandparents raising their grandchildren have raised them for five or 

more years.  

Work requirements are also a barrier for grandfamilies. Just over half (56 percent) of 

grandparent caregivers are in the workforce, but many find that the lack of affordable childcare 

and the demands of providing for children who have experienced trauma force them to quit 

their jobs and dedicate their full attention to the children. Many are retired and living on fixed 

incomes and going back to work can be a huge challenge. Almost half of grandparents raising 

grandchildren are age 60 and older, and one in four has a disability. Some who try to go back to 

work are judged because of their age alone which keeps them from securing jobs.  

In order to receive a family grant, caregivers must be needy. Consequently, there are limits on 
how much money they can have in assets, with the typical limit being $2,000. State policies 
often allow for savings for a first home or college, but not for retirement. These asset limits can 
pose a problem for older caregivers who need retirement assets. Similarly, income disregards 
are not high enough to allow for those caregivers approaching retirement to continue to save. 
Grandfamilies are essentially penalized for responsibly saving for retirement. Countless 
grandfamilies report spending down their retirement savings to address the needs of the 
children.  

“I was retired from my job with the federal government by that time, and I depleted my 
401(k) to adopt and continue caring for my grandchildren. That was supposed to fund our 
retirement, but the grandchildren became our priority.”  
— Sarah Smalls, Grandparent Caregiver, Virginia 

 

TANF Child-Only Grants 

To address some of these barriers most states offer TANF child-only grants. In most cases, child-

only grants do not consider the family’s assets or income and are not subject to work 

requirements, however the amount of that grant is vastly lower and not per child like foster 

care maintenance payments. Additionally, TANF eligibility rules and grant amounts vary 

significantly by state and tribe. On average, according to data compiled in 2011 by the GAO, 

families within the foster care system received $511 per month in financial assistance for one 

child, compared with an average of just $249 per month in financial assistance from TANF child-

only grants. In 2022, many states still reported a child-only amount of just $99 for the first child. 

The disparities become substantially larger for kin who care for sibling groups, and this 

inadequate assistance often necessitates foster care placement. This practice of unequal 

support per-child is reflective of TANF child-only policies around the country.  While it is valued 

and essential, the amount of TANF child-only grants is largely inadequate to provide for the 

children’s needs. In order to thrive, families routinely have to piece together other assistance 

from food banks and clothing closets. Often, they go without.   

 



Child Support Enforcement 

One additional barrier to accessing both TANF family and child-only grants, is the requirement 

that the grandparent or other relative caregiver turn over the right to collect child support from 

the parent to the state.  Many grandparents are caring for children through informal 

arrangements without court or child welfare system involvement. If the state tries to locate the 

parent to collect support, they fear the parent will become angry and take the child back, 

placing the child in danger. Some grandparents fear for their own safety as well. Many 

grandparents simply want to help their adult child be able to re-parent. They know if their adult 

child has some of their income taken, the likelihood of being able to provide a home again for 

the child is further jeopardized. While states have the flexibility to use a “good cause” exception 

to waive the child support requirement if the caregiver can demonstrate a reason not to seek 

child support, few states use it. Instead, grandparents often chose not to pursue TANF and 

suffer emotionally and financially for the concerns of the children, the parents, and themselves. 

Definition of Relative 

“Relative" is not defined in the federal TANF law or in its regulations. Consequently, there are 

varying definitions across the states. For either family or child-only grants, only a handful of 

states allow adults with a family-like relationship to the children -- such as godparents and close 

family friends -- to be eligible as caregivers of children. This leaves large numbers of family 

caregivers who have stepped up to keep children out of foster care without access to critical 

support to meet the children’s needs.  

TANF Application Process 

The TANF application process can be complicated, long, and confusing, causing some 

grandfamilies to give up and go without. Some grandfamily caregivers feel overwhelmed with 

the duties of raising children they did not expect to raise and may not have the mental or 

physical energy, or the ability, to go through multiple complicated application processes for 

TANF, Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and other public benefit 

programs they may need.  

Recommendations: 

Generations United makes the following recommendations to ensure Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families helps provide critical support for grandfamilies raising children.  

Encourage States to: 

• Reinstate clear exceptions to time limits and work requirements for TANF family grants 
for grandparent and other relative caregivers who are raising young children and/or are 
age 55 and older. Ensure no work requirements or time limits are placed on child-only 
grants. 



• Eliminate asset limits for grandparent and other relative caregivers to qualify for TANF 
as has been done by several states. At a minimum, like common exemptions for college 
savings, caregivers must be able to keep retirement savings. 

• Provide clear directives that child-only TANF grants cannot test caregiver income. These 
grants are intended for the child based on the income of the child. 

• Make clear use of the “good cause” exception to complying with child support 
enforcement clarifying that caregivers do not have to pursue child support from the 
parents. 

• Improve the adequacy of TANF child-only grants to better meet the needs of children, 
including by providing the same amount of TANF child-only support for each eligible 
child in the home. 

• Allow adults with a family-like relationship to the children to be eligible for TANF child-
only grants. 

• Combine application requirements for TANF and other major public benefits, such as 
Medicaid or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).  

Every day across the nation grandparents and other relatives step up to keep children with 
family and out of foster care. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families is an essential source of 
support to help these caregivers meet the children’s basic needs as they provide the love and 
care they need to thrive. Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony today on behalf of 
Generations United and the grandfamilies and kinship families we believe in and support.  
 
Resources for Further Information and Recommendations: 
Policy Brief: Improving Grandfamilies’ Access to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
Grandfamilies and Kinship Families: Strengths and Challenges Fact Sheet  
Generations United’s Annual State of Grandfamilies Reports 
Grand Facts State Fact Sheets 
Grandfamilies & Kinship Support Network: A National Technical Assistance Center 
 
 

https://www.gu.org/app/uploads/2018/05/Grandfamilies-Report-TANF-Assistance-Policy-Brief.pdf
https://www.gksnetwork.org/resources/grandfamilies-kinship-families-strengths-challenges/
https://www.gu.org/explore-our-topics/grandfamilies/state-of-grandfamilies-in-america-annual-reports/
http://www.grandfamilies.org/State-Fact-Sheets
https://www.gksnetwork.org/
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Overview 

Work requirements work. The members of this committee have known that simple fact 
since at least 1996, when a bipartisan majority in Congress passed and President Bill 
Clinton signed The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
of 1996 (P.L. 104-193), popularly known as “welfare reform.” 

That bill led to a mountain of social science literature outlining resulting increases in 
income and workforce participation and decreases in poverty and dependency.1-2-3-4-

5 But in the long shadow of that mountain, federal policymakers have not acted to 
expand its success across America’s safety net programs. Instead of doubling down 
on dynamism, federal policy has mostly sleepwalked into sclerosis.  

Did Washington deepen and multiply the 1996 welfare reform’s commonsense 
changes in the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program? No. Did 
Washington apply the lessons of comprehensive work requirements and time limits 
for able-bodied adults to Medicaid, food stamps, and public housing? No. 

Instead, Washington has expanded these programs again and again to more and 
more able-bodied adults.  

On the positive side of the ledger, state policymakers have filled the vacuum in the 
last 25 years. But they do so handcuffed by federal law and regulations which limit 
their options and authority to make real change across America despite obvious 
opportunities. 

The two organization for which I work on welfare policy—I am a Senior Fellow at the 
Foundation for Government Accountability (FGA) and a Visiting Fellow at Opportunity 
Solutions Project (OSP), both non-partisan, non-profit organizations—have tracked 
and, in many cases, encouraged these efforts and results at the state level.    

We cannot claim originality in our primary finding—work requirements work. FGA has 
released report after report showing the impact of work requirements in boosting 
incomes, even doubling incomes for folks leaving welfare who go back to work.6-7  

For example, when Kansas reformed its TANF program to increase work incentives, 
lower time limits, and strengthen sanctions, the state also released data regarding 
the results.8 In Kansas: 

• Families who left welfare saw their earnings more than double within one 
year; 

• Families who left welfare saw their earnings triple within four years; 
• Higher wages and earned income tax credits offset the value of welfare 

benefits lost;9 
• Workers earned jobs in diverse fields and shattered the misguided 

expectation that welfare enrollees would be worse off because they can 
only fill entry-level, short-term jobs in service industries; and 

• Work requirements drove up workforce participation. 



Amidst widespread worker shortages and related inflation and supply-chain 
problems, the state of the American economy today makes the issue of work 
requirements not just relevant but urgent.  

These shortages have more than one cause. But massively increasing welfare and 
weakening work requirements surely ranks among the primary drivers. Over the last 
three years, the federal government has expanded welfare programs and payments 
again and again—from a 25 percent increase in food stamp benefits to a prohibition 
on Medicaid removals and more.10 And, at the same time, the federal government 
has suspended work requirements across welfare.11 

But the current worker shortages just represent an acute symptom of a longer-term 
problem across America. Today, the labor force participation rate is 62.6 percent—
the lowest rate since Jimmy Carter was president.12 Just 20 years ago, the rate was 
nearly 70 percent.13 

Again, work requirements can help. The economy needs workers, and able-bodied 
welfare enrollees who are not working are perfectly positioned to meet the need.  

And, because volunteering and training can count toward compliance, work 
requirements are flexible enough to accommodate individuals in any region, 
including areas with fewer open jobs, and at any time, even when paid work is not as 
easy to find as it is now. 

As outlined in recommendations below, TANF has its share of problems which need 
fixing. This Committee should focus on tightening standards in TANF to protect and 
build on the program’s successes since 1996.  

But the biggest problems—and opportunities—for work requirements and systemic 
welfare reform on a scale which can truly change the future of poverty, dependency, 
and economic growth in the United States lay scattered across America’s other, 
bigger welfare programs.  

Without federal reform, states remain handcuffed. In Medicaid, a number of states 
remain in a kind of legal, regulatory, and political limbo as they have requested and 
received permission to pursue work requirements in their Medicaid programs, only to 
have that permission withdrawn by the Biden administration or held up in courts 
under current federal law.14  

Yet, the Biden administration has also not appealed a decision that allows Georgia 
to implement a work requirement for its expansion population.15 If states, like 
Georgia, make it clear that they will only continue expansion for able-bodied adults 
under Obamacare with a work requirement in place, will the Biden administration be 
more accommodating? Will courts allow them to proceed? 

Unfortunately, the answer to this critical question remains unclear under current 
federal law. Congress can and should change this state of play.   



In food stamps, state agencies are encouraged by the federal government to submit 
geographic waivers and no-good-cause exemptions which undermine the work 
requirement in that program.16-17 Congress can and should change this state of play.   

In public housing, work requirements are proven to work.18 But local public housing 
authorities struggle to receive permission to do so as part of limited programs with 
the federal government’s blessing.19 Congress can and should change this state of 
play.   

In short, the appetite for more and stronger work requirements across welfare is 
enormous across the country. States are starved for more authority to build on past 
successes.  

To that end, this Committee can shape the future of welfare reform debates and 
move the United States in the direction it needs to go if it chooses not to turn over 
significantly more authority and money to the states: a true, universal work 
requirement across federal welfare programs. 

Recommendations:  

• The Committee should strengthen TANF’s work requirements through more 
robust standards applied to individual enrollees, rather than relying on work-
participation standards open to abuse through counterproductive and 
counterintuitive caseload reduction credits. 

• The Committee should expand TANF’s work requirement rules to beneficiaries 
of all TANF-funded benefits, including childcare programs.  

• The Committee should eliminate exemptions which allow some enrollees to 
receive benefits after the statutory 60-month limit.  

• The Committee should make clear that TANF funds may be used by states to 
fund Employment and Training (E&T) programs in food stamps.  

• The Committee should stop state agencies’ current abuse of TANF as a “fast 
lane” to skip program integrity measures in other welfare programs, like the 
broad-based categorical eligibility loophole in food stamps.  

• The Committee should require that states spend a certain minimum threshold 
of TANF benefits on work supports and a maximum threshold of TANF benefits 
on cash support. 

• The Committee should limit the number of authorized users per TANF EBT card 
to two individuals. 

• The Committee should prohibit TANF EBT cards from being used by a TANF 
recipient in their own place of business.  

• The Committee should drive forward debate and legislation to expand TANF’s 
pro-work elements and build a true national and universal work requirement 



across welfare programs by enacting work requirements for able-bodied 
adults who receive benefits through TANF, food stamps, Medicaid, public 
housing, and childcare subsidies.  

On-the-ground reality 

Finally, a network of charities I work with recently sent out a survey about this very 
issue—work requirements in welfare. Many, many charity leaders took the time to 
respond to the survey. These non-profit leaders often do not have the time, 
opportunity, or access to share their on-the-ground experiences with policymakers.  

But their words can only encourage policymakers who understand the power and 
potential of a robust work requirement for able-bodied adults on welfare. They have 
enthusiastically and graciously allowed me the privilege of incorporating some of 
their most relevant comments into my own written testimony:  

• Jon Barrett, Pennsylvania, Conestoga Valley Christian Community Services: 

“The lack of work requirements has made a HUGE 
difference in the lives of our clients...for the worse. It has 
crushed dignity and has increased depression while 
encouraging dependence on government. We have seen 
that this keeps people in a destructive cycle of 
dependency and they rarely if ever move out of a life of 
constant ‘relief’ and struggle… 

“Getting our clients back to a 'need to work' reality would 
not only reduce inflation because more people would be 
working which will positively impact society, it will also help 
with a crisis more dire than inflation which is mental 
health… 

“Rather than the government setting up benefits to 
incentivize going back to work, the current system is 
forcing our clients to choose between benefits OR work 
and they are choosing benefits over work in EVERY case 
we see.” 

• Lana Henry, Missouri, RISE (Reaching Independence Through Support & 
Education): 

“With the families I work with, the lack of work requirements 
has made a negative difference in their lives. Yes, I think 
they should be reinstated. Work requirements as an 
external motivator encourage able-bodied people to work 
(an innate need), rather than continue dependency on 
free aid.  

“The RISE program helps families living paycheck to 
paycheck (relying upon government subsidies and aid) to 



work toward becoming self sufficient. The majority of local 
families we attempt to recruit to RISE refuse the free support 
program because they fear losing their government 
benefits—including SNAP. They are employable and can 
work. They choose to not work and live as they’re living—
basically dependent (forever) on government aid. They 
live dissatisfied lives, with unmet potential & low self 
esteem, unable to break free from the unseen trap that is 
restricting their ability to personally thrive.” 

• Rich Schaus, Oklahoma, Muskogee Gospel Rescue Mission: 

“Many years ago, our government saw the value of people 
with disabilities and created laws to ensure that they are 
not discriminated against when it comes to employment. 
However, today people seek to have a disability so that 
they do not need to work.  

“The men and women I work with are mostly able bodied 
and would work but are now identified as disabled and 
thus ‘cannot’ work. We have a job training program and 
many discover that they can work and then strive to get 
away from government funding, but when they go to get 
off the programs they are discouraged by DHS and other 
social workers… 

“One of our guys at GRM was waiting on disability. He had 
been a roofer and had fallen off of the roof one too many 
times. He had become afraid of heights. In a random 
conversation he mentioned that before he did roofs that 
he had built cabinets. I asked him if he thought he could 
do that sort of work again and he said he could. That week 
we needed some shelves built and he did an incredible 
job. We showed that work to a local cabinet company and 
they hired him. He just needed an opportunity to rethink 
life. It was reasonable to become uncomfortable on roofs, 
but he still could work.” 

• Sarah Swankler, Pennsylvania, Brethren Housing Association: 

“In my current work as a social worker in homeless 
services, I have observed the disincentive for employment 
that is being perpetuated with the current expectations. 
Recipients are very content to simply collect these 
‘entitlement benefits’ and have no desire to strive to 
improve their circumstances. Recipients have been quoted 
to say they can budget better when they earn their money 



but these entitlement benefits ‘I don't need to budget for 
them.’ 

“Recipients who are able-bodied should be encouraged to 
work and provide for their families. Not just as it will help 
our overall society to regain a value in honest work but 
because it will improve the individuals' wellbeing, self 
confidence, purpose, and dignity. There is a sense of 
despair and discouragement by the recipients who 
choose to stay home, stay isolated, and collect entitlement 
benefits. There is a feeling of ‘why try? why put myself out 
there when I can just stay comfortable enough with the 
benefits that I have.’ 

“…[P]ost-pandemic and all the ripple effects that have 
continued, we are seeing families who reach the program 
maximum time without accomplishing any goals, 
including obtaining permanent housing… 

“They are reporting depression in large numbers. And 
these behaviors are transferring down to their children and 
the next generation. The families are sleeping all day and 
still reporting they are tired. Their hygiene is poor and their 
support network is bleak. 

“There is a palpable lack of dignity and self-worth from the 
families we serve who are not doing any meaningful 
activity in their days. When our case managers are 
encouraging our families to find employment or pursue 
education, the response is ‘Why?’…” 
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April 12, 2023 

 

The Honorable Jason Smith 

Chairman 

House Committee on Ways and Means 

1011 Longworth HOB 

Washington, DC 20515 

 

The Honorable Darin LaHood 

Chairman 

Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 

1424 Longworth HOB 

Washington, DC 20515 

 

The Honorable Richard Neal  

Ranking Member 

House Committee on Ways and Means 

372 Cannon HOB 

Washington, DC 20515 

 

The Honorable Daniel Davis 

Ranking Member 

Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 

2159 Rayburn HOB 

Washington, DC 20515 

 

Dear Chairman Smith, Subcommittee Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Neal, and Ranking 

Member of the Subcommittee Davis, 

 

On behalf of the American Public Human Services Association, the bipartisan organization 

representing state and local human service agencies across the country and the Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families programs they administer, we are grateful for this opportunity to 

submit comment in response to the hearing held March 29, 2023, titled Welfare is Broken: 

Restoring Work Requirements to Lift Americans Out of Poverty.  

 

As Chairman LaHood aptly stated during the hearing, the path toward effective TANF reform 

will be a bipartisan one. Maintaining this focus, with a commitment to following the evidence of 

what works and leading with an unwavering belief in people and public service, we can break 

through the entrenched political divides that have halted TANF reauthorization for 18 years.  

 

The hearing revealed far more areas of agreement around TANF than disagreement. We agree 

that we should be helping families towards gainful employment that supports their long-term 

economic mobility, replacing the pressure for participants to obtain the first job available, no 

matter the pay. We agree that we must provide services that are tailored to the individual needs 

of participants, supporting their abilities as both a worker and caregiver to their family. We agree 

that TANF agencies should be held accountable towards achieving real and tangible outcomes 

for the families they serve and that their time should be spent meaningfully supporting 

participants in reaching their goals rather than policing their participation. Yet, we know that the 

current statutory construct of TANF falls short of these shared beliefs, leaving state and local 

agencies working to reverse-engineer outcomes that align to these values.  

 

If we can shift our dialogue towards solutions that are rooted in these principles, we can build the 

momentum needed for meaningful reform. APHSA and its membership of state and local human 

services agencies are eager to advance real reform that harnesses the immense potential of TANF 

to support families' path out of poverty and proactively promote wellbeing. To that end we have 

developed a set of Core Principles for TANF Modernization that articulate our belief in what  

https://files.constantcontact.com/391325ca001/1ced7709-f9f4-42a7-95b2-3ba6319183b2.jpg
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TANF policies and practices should reflect, and a Legislative Framework for TANF Reform that 

translates those principles into a clear runway for Congress to enact a reauthorization. Further, 

we continue to exercise these core principles in our work, weaving them into the fabric of state 

and local practice changes happening around the country and using them to generate insights on 

new ideas to improve TANF. 

 

We have enclosed with this comment a copy of our TANF Core Principles and Legislative 

Framework. We welcome further opportunities to discuss ways to improve TANF. Please direct 

any follow-up to Matt Lyons, Senior Director of Policy and Practice, at mlyons@aphsa.org. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matt Lyons 

 

Senior Director, Policy & Practice 

APHSA 

Justin Brown 

 

Secretary, Oklahoma Human Services 

Chair, APHSA Leadership Council 

Babette Roberts 

 

Chair, APHSA National Association of State 

TANF Administrators 

https://files.constantcontact.com/391325ca001/905334d8-53b0-4cae-89a3-7892d31c11b4.pdf
mailto:mlyons@aphsa.org
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American Public Human Services Association 

 
This year marks the 25th anniversary of the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), establishing 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) program. TANF provides millions of parents 
and caregivers with economic supports to help 
meet their basic needs; employment and training 
skills to earn family-sustaining wages; early 
childhood care that fosters development during 
children’s formative years; and services that prevent 
and mitigate childhood stress and trauma. 

Over these past 25 years, we have learned much 
about what works—and what doesn’t—to help 
families succeed for the long-term and get to 
the root of barriers communities face to promote 
opportunity for all. As our nation faces unprecedented 
new challenges in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, we have simultaneously made bold new 
investments in the foundational supports we all 
rely on to thrive. TANF has the potential to catalyze 
and transform these investments into economic 
mobility for millions of Americans by working in 
true partnership with people to remove roadblocks 
to their economic and family well-being. 

Working with TANF administrators and human services 
leaders across the country, the American Public 
Human Services Association (APHSA) embraces 
the call to reimagine how TANF can work in support 
of the families it serves and has established a set 
of TANF Modernization Core Principles to guide 
our vision for the future of TANF. Grounded in these 
Core Principles, APHSA’s members have laid out 
a legislative framework to unlock the potential of 
TANF. We call upon Congress to use this framework 
as a starting point to build common ground to 
achieve a TANF reauthorization that promotes a more 
equitable and prosperous future for all Americans. 
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For inquiries or more information, 

contact Matt Lyons, Senior Director of 

Policy & Practice at mlyons@aphsa.org. 
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> Establish a Framework for Customized Career and Family Success Plans 
• Direct the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to establish common 

standards for states to develop individualized assessments for TANF participants that 
consider families’ economic, social, emotional, and physical well-being. 

• Direct states to co-create with TANF participants customized Career and Family Success 
Plans that put into action a plan to achieve mutually agreed upon goals based on 
individualized assessments. 

• Use individualized assessments to measure progress towards goals and update Career 
and Family Success Plans bi-annually and as otherwise requested by TANF families. 

• Require states to submit to HHS their methodology for conducting individualized 
assessments to develop Career and Family Success Plans (replacing the existing Work 
Verification Plan requirement) using state performance data, participant feedback, and 
social and economic indicators to inform changes and revisions. 

 
> Use Career and Family Success Plans to Reimagine the Role of TANF Agencies to 

Support Pathways to Economic Mobility 
• Replace arbitrary and convoluted Work Participation Rate (WPR) requirements and 

associated restrictions on countable hours and activities with economic mobility and child 
and family well- being components jointly identified with participants through their 
individualized Career and Family Success Plans. 

• Economic mobility activities may include education, training, and employment activities 
and/ or work readiness activities that help support successful entry and long-term 
success and growth in the workforce. 

• Child and family well-being activities may include services and resources that 
address children and caregivers’ physical, behavioral, social, and emotional 
needs. 

• Tailor economic mobility and child and family well-being activities to the specific needs of 
TANF participants and their families using a trauma-informed approach, accounting for 
families’ participation in other economic mobility and child and family well-being programs 
and advancing a strategy towards family-sustaining wages. 

 
 

 

Families should be in the driver’s seat of their own lives, co-creating plans with TANF agencies that support their 

family well-being and long-term economic mobility. Families should receive individualized assessments that are 

used to place them in customized activities that reflect their input and expertise. These plans should be reviewed 

and updated over time with participants and staff jointly evaluating progress as they work together to achieve 

agreed upon goals. 
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• Require states to reassess and update, in consultation with TANF participants, Career and 
Family Success Plans, when participants are not meeting Plan requirements. 

• Limit sanctioning of TANF participants to instances where individuals are not meeting 
Career and Family Success Plan requirements and proactive outreach has failed to 
reengage TANF participants in jointly reviewing and realigning their Success Plans with 
relevant and achievable goals and activities. 

• Prohibit “full family” sanctions, fostering continued service provision and support that meet 

the needs of children in the home. 

 
> Provide a Minimum Five-Year Lifetime Limit for TANF Participation 

• As a condition of accepting the TANF block grant, states must provide a minimum five-year 
lifetime limit for TANF cash assistance. 

• States should have discretion to propose through State Plans to increase their lifetime limit for 
TANF assistance beyond five years. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

1300 17TH STREET NORTH, SUITE 340, ARLINGTON, VA 22209               TEL (202) 682-0100 FAX (202) 204-0071                    WWW.APHSA.ORG 

 
 
 

 

> Establish Employment & Economic Well-Being Performance Measures Aligned with WIOA 
• Direct HHS to establish TANF Employment and Economic Well-Being Measures that: 

• Align with WIOA measures of employment rates (Q2 and Q4), median earnings (Q2), 
and credential attainment rates (within 1 year) after exit, and measurable skills gains 
rates for program participants. 

• Are adapted to the specific characteristics of TANF participants, such as measuring skill 
gains and credential attainment that consider improvements in executive functioning and 
soft skills while participating in TANF. 

• Include a list of acceptable supplemental measures that consider whether TANF recipients 
are achieving long-term economic mobility or incremental progress towards removing 
barriers to economic mobility, which states may report on to be factored into determining 
whether they have met performance standards. 

• Provide a three-year transition period for states to adopt new outcome-based 
performance measures, including grant funding and technical assistance to collect the 
data needed for performance reporting. 

• Establish state-specific TANF baselines using data on TANF participant employment and 
economic well-being outcomes in the three years prior to implementation of new 
outcome- based performance measures. 

• Fund pilots during the three-year transition period for states with existing 
capabilities to track and evaluate outcome measures. 

 
 

 

TANF services should be centered in evidence of what works for families, informed by the perspectives, goals, 

and needs of individuals served. The success of TANF programs should be measured by their ability to achieve 

employment and economic well-being outcomes, as captured through progress towards and attainment of 

family-sustaining wages. Further, TANF programs should measure family stabilization outcomes that assess 

whether participants have the child and family supports they need to effectively pursue their career goals. 
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> Establishing Federal Oversight to Assess Progress in State Performance Outcomes 
• Direct HHS to develop criteria for acceptable employment and economic well-being 

outcomes based on states falling within an acceptable range of performance targets. 

• Metrics should include data that enable states to identify and track progress 
towards addressing disparities in outcomes among TANF participants. 

• Permit states that fail to meet performance standards in a reporting period to establish a 
corrective action plan to avoid penalties, contingent on performance outcomes in the 
following reporting period. 

• Require states under penalty to increase state Maintenance of Effort spending to 
improve performance outcomes rather than withhold a share of the TANF block grant. 

• Direct HHS to determine aspirational thresholds for employment and economic well-
being measures and establish a high-performance bonus structure that rewards states 
that reach aspirational thresholds and maintain high TANF penetration rates within 
eligible populations. 

• Grant HHS discretion to waive penalties in exceptional circumstances. 

 
> Establish Family Stabilization Metrics to Measure Child and Family Well-Being 

• Direct HHS to establish acceptable state and/or county-level Family Stabilization 
Measures for assessing child and family well-being overall, prioritizing identifying and 
tracking progress towards addressing disparities in outcomes among TANF participants. 

• Require states to identify within their State Plan which Family Stabilization Measures they will 
track. Measures selected should be informed by community assessments that include input 
from current or former TANF recipients. 

• Provide a three-year transition period for states to adopt and implement Family 
Stabilization Measures. 

• Direct HHS to offer technical assistance to states on establishing, measuring, and 
improving outcomes within Family Stabilization Measures. 
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> Require States Spend at Minimum 50% of Federal TANF Funding Towards Core Activities 
• Core activities include cash assistance, case management, and economic mobility and 

child and family well-being activities that are part of Career and Family Success Plans, as 
well as non-recurrent short-term benefits and family support/family 
preservation/reunification services. 

• Countable core activities may include activities included in a Career and Family Success 
Plan intended to support non-custodial parents, grandfamilies, and other non-traditional 
caregivers of TANF assistance recipients in financially and socially supporting their families. 

• Countable core activities may include activities funded by TANF transfers to another 
program so long as they are part of a TANF assistance recipient’s Career and Family 
Success Plan. 

• Provide a two-year transition period for states to come into compliance with core 
activities requirements. 

> Require TANF Transfers to Demonstrate Coordination Across Programs 
• Require states that choose to transfer TANF funds to CCDBG, SSBG, WIOA, or child welfare 

to document within State Plans how funds are being coordinated in pursuit of TANF goals 
through policy and system alignment, data sharing, referrals, shared metrics, and customer 
feedback. 

• Direct HHS to develop a schedule for key reporting and administrative requirements that 
supports coordination with other major federal program planning and reporting schedules. 

> Adequately Fund Mutually Supportive Systems to Work Effectively with TANF 
• Ensure that systems aligned with TANF to help families achieve success, such as child 

welfare, child care, child support, and workforce development, are adequately funded, 
allowing states the ability to prioritize TANF funds towards core activities. 

> Direct HHS to Evaluate Alignment of TANF Cash and Supportive Services with 
Aligned Economic Mobility and Child and Family Well-Being Programs 

• Reserve funding to enhance research, technical assistance, and pilots that increase the 
evidence base on best practices and impacts of aligning TANF with child welfare prevention 
services, housing, WIOA, and WIOA one-stop partners. 

• Expand the scope of the Pathways to Work Evidence Clearinghouse to warehouse 
evidence of what works in alignment with the full scope of TANF Career and Family 
Success Plans. 

 
 

 

TANF must act as a bridge to create alignment with the constellation of programs and services critical to 

optimizing career and family well-being outcomes for people experiencing poverty. 
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> Invest in TANF’s Potential to Align Benefits and Supportive Services to Help Families Out of Poverty 
• Immediately increase the TANF block grant from 1995 spending levels to compensate for 

lost value due to inflation. 

• Index future block grant levels to inflation to prevent future loss in value. 
 

> Modify the Calculation of Individual State’s Block Grant Levels to Reflect Current Need 
• In conjunction with an increase to the TANF block grant and holding states harmless from a 

reduction to existing TANF state grant amounts, charge HHS to transition from the current 
state allocation formula that is based on outdated AFDC spending levels to reflect more 
equitable distribution across states based on current economic needs of families with 
children. 

 
> Provide Cash Assistance, Paired with Career and Family Services, that Meets Families’ 

Basic Needs to Support their Path Out of Poverty 
• Require states to demonstrate how TANF benefits and services, in conjunction with other 

economic supports, provide TANF participants enrolled in Career and Family Success 
Plans with the resources needed to meet their basic needs while working towards career 
and family well-being goals. 

• Grant authority for states to exempt TANF cash assistance from countable income for other 
means-tested programs when TANF benefits would result in benefit cliffs that reduce net 
wealth as TANF participants’ earned income rises. 

• Incentivize states to adopt and expand child support pass through policies by fully waiving the 
federal share of child support collections for TANF cash assistance on passed-through child 
support payments. 

 
> Limit States’ TANF Reserves to 100% of Their Annual Block Grant 

• Limit states reserves of overall, unobligated TANF block grant funds at the end of each fiscal 
year to no more than 100% of the state’s current fiscal year allocation of TANF funds. 

• Allow States with current reserves above this threshold two fiscal years from the date of the 
policy change to obligate excess funds with an additional year to expend excess funds. 

 

 

For inquiries or more information, contact Matt Lyons, Senior Director of Policy & Practice at mlyons@aphsa.org. 

 
 

 

TANF must be adequately resourced to invest in families’ short-term stability and long-term economic mobility 

goals. States must be able to make investments in people and services in ways that mitigate benefit cliffs, clearing 

a path to economic mobility and supports healthy, thriving families. TANF 

must also be responsive in times of public health emergencies, natural disasters, and economic downturns; 

families must have adequate resources to weather the storm. 
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April 12, 2023 
 
The Honorable Jason Smith 
Chairman 
House Committee on Ways and Means 
1011 Longworth HOB 
Washington, DC 20515 
 

The Honorable Darin LaHood 
Chairman 
Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 
1424 Longworth HOB 
Washington, DC 20515 
 

The Honorable Richard Neal  
Ranking Member 
House Committee on Ways and Means 
372 Cannon HOB 
Washington, DC 20515 
 

The Honorable Daniel Davis 
Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 
2159 Rayburn HOB 
Washington, DC 20515 
 

Dear Chairman Smith, Subcommittee Chairman LaHood, Ranking Member Neal, and Ranking 
Member of the Subcommittee Davis, 
 
On behalf of Perry County (Ohio) Job and Family Services agency, I appreciate the opportunity to 
share comments we have in response to the hearing held March 29, 2023, titled Welfare is Broken: 
Restoring Work Requirements to Lift Americans Out of Poverty.  
 
My name is Tamara K. Corp, and I lead the Income Maintenance Department of Perry County’s Job 
and Family Services which is located in New Lexington, Ohio. Perry County is an Appalachian Ohio 
community of about 36,000 residents lying an hour and a half southeast of Columbus. It is a 
former coal mining community, with thousands employed in the industry as late as 1980’s, 
although the last coal mine closed and laid off its workforce in November of 2019. 
 
However, the prospects for a new age of prosperity for the Perry County community are 
brightening as development of the greater Columbus region approaches. Parts of our community 
are only 35 minutes away from the Intel fab labs now under construction, and the many thousands 
of job and career opportunities it offers along with other industries and employers new to Central 
Ohio.     
 
I want to share insights from my experience overseeing a staff of 12 case workers who determine 
eligibility for SNAP, TANF and Medicaid programs. My team provides program services for 
customers, including, in the case of TANF, assessments, placements, training and work activities. 
We currently serve a caseload of over 3,000 Perry County residents.  As their supervisor, I work 
closely with my staff in carrying out all day-to-day activities of the Income Maintenance 
Department. 
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In addition to my current role, please consider two other experiences in evaluating my 
submission. Shortly after 2005, before I was department supervisor, I was given responsibility 
for all of Perry County’s TANF work-required cases.  Despite the challenges of applying the then-
new federal work participation rate requirement given the extreme economic dislocation and 
high poverty our community was experiencing, Perry County JFS met or exceeded its work 
participation requirements consistently over the next five years.  
 
I also know firsthand how TANF can work as policymakers would intend it to. I was a participant 
in the program at a point prior to joining Perry County JFS. The support I received at a moment 
of desperate need helped me to secure a self-reliant, productive future for me and my family. I 
know the program can make a difference for families as it did for mine, but it needs to be 
modernized, particularly as new threats undermine family security and financial independence 
just as new opportunities for work and career approach our community.  
 
Here are three examples of how the workforce participation rate assessment has gotten 
disconnected from the activities and outcomes our agency has found to best lift people in our 
community out of poverty. 
 
Recognize the Training and Skill Development Requirements of Success in 21st Century Economy 
 
A few months ago, we began to work with a Perry County gentleman in his late 20’s. He was out 
of work and had no career. In our assessment of him, we found something we see frequently in 
our community which is the lack of agency on this person’s part. It is a legacy of several things, 
but the demise of coal mining and its generationally dominant, deeply-ingrained pathway for 
economic prosperity in our community has left many adrift on how they need to invest in their 
learning and skill development in order to become and stay productive in the 21st Century 
global economy.      
 
Through our support, this person gained a sense of what he wanted to do for a living and what 
it would take to prepare for this career. He also gained the commitment required to navigate 
enrollment, classes, licensing tests and more. In short order he completed training and licensing 
for a commercial drivers’ license and gained full-time employment.  
 
But this success story is an example of where we received essentially no workforce participation 
credit for getting this person ready for participation in the workforce. The current policy of 
credit for training and skill development is badly out of alignment with the new realities of both 
economic opportunity and post-secondary learning. 
 
The threat of being penalized for achieving what we see as a successful outcome in effect 
doubles down on the impact of this misalignment of the workforce participation rate policy.  
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This is particularly punishing for Ohio.  To better serve its people and our employers our state 
has invested in a unique and successful system of career technical centers that provide high 
quality one-year certificates of all kinds. The CTC’s, as they are called, operate in close 
collaboration with employers and their desperate demand for middle-skilled employees. Yet the 
workforce participation rate assessment in place does not recognize the successful outcomes 
for this person or others who receive valuable training for in-demand jobs from these and other 
WIOA-approved providers. 
 
It can be seen here that the participation rate requirement in TANF actually thwarts leveraging 
other programs we count on for improving the quality of our workers and preparing them for 
the jobs of today and the future. 
 
Recognize that Recovery from Substance Use Disorder Has No Timeline  
 
With the end of coal mining and the prosperity it brought to Southeast Ohio, it was hard to 
think of a comparable economic and community disaster occurring to us. Then came opioids.  
 
Our responses to this challenge continue to develop, but successful, meaningful employment is 
both an outcome and a part of the recovery journey for most in our community. 
 
We have had a case with a single mother of two young children who suffered from substance  
use disorder. Through our referral, our financial support and our partnership with our local 
behavioral health provider, this person completed in-patient treatment and the six months of 
out-patient counselling and programming. 
 
We in Perry County run a “Recovery to Work” program where we coach workplaces to 
accommodate workers in recovery and recognize them as “Perry County Recovery-Friendly 
Workplaces”.  This person was placed in an alt-work job position that allowed her to continue 
with her recovery activities while working.  
 
Today she is a recovery success story now gainfully employed and supporting her family. This is 
the kind of outcome from TANF that our community badly needs. But my team receives no 
workforce participation credit even though we did everything our experience with this insidious 
opioid epidemic has told us could be effective in assisting this person back into the workforce. 
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We could have received a countable interaction with this customer if we wanted. We could have 
sent her directly to a work experience program, which is countable, when we first encountered 
her. But this would have been irresponsible for us to do this.  We would be ignoring her well-
being if we made her work before she would be ready to.  It is also deeply unfair to our 
employers to propose someone who could harm themselves on the job site, or harm others. At 
this point it becomes a question of communitywide well-being that would be jeopardized if 
followed the misaligned incentives of the current workforce participation rate system. 
 
Recognize the Flexible and Individualized Solutions Agencies Can Provide 
 
We recently worked with a domestic violence victim, a single mother of two teenagers. She fled 
her domestic violence situation and came to our community through the help of relatives and 
friends.  
 
We were not going to try to place her at a typical work-requirement activity workplace as she 
would be far too visible to her abuser. Her fear of discovery by him would have likely 
undermined her effectiveness in many jobs, and we have a state directive that also would have 
prevented us from doing so. 
 
Instead, we helped her in other ways to put her abuse into the past: we assisted her in getting 
counseling and housing, and supported her safety and that of her children. After about six 
months she had regained control of her life and was ready to leave the prison of abuse. During 
that period we had found a fairly unique worksite for our area that offered an unusual amount 
of personal security for her. We supported her through the job application, intervened on her 
behalf with the employer, and supported her as she started her new work.   
 
In the time since then, this new member of our community has completely put her life back 
together and achieved exactly the kind of independence we count as a success story of the 
TANF program.  Only my team doesn’t get full recognition for our role in helping her get back on 
track with her life. 
 
Domestic abuse is more relevant and talked about than it has been in the past, but in our 
community I believe it is still a very underseen problem. Yet while it is a challenge almost meant 
for TANF, the work participation rate rules do not recognize the value of the individualized 
solution we developed for this customer.  Here, as elsewhere, we need a policy that recognizes 
the different stages of exposure to challenges prior to being eligible or ready or secure enough 
for the workplace.  
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Final Comments 
 
Our caseworkers operate in a conflicted environment: we need to have a tremendous amount 
of empathy for our customers to be effective, but we also operate in an environment 
characterized by compliance and regulatory accountability. This is not a complaint; we accept it 
as part of the job and good scores on agency evaluations matter as much as a pleasant 
customer interaction.  
 
But our typical caseworker is worn down by the conflict between empathy and compliance in 
the case of the workforce participation rate system. They see success stories every day created 
out of their effort, creativity and caring for individuals but then see participation rates of “zero” 
despite it all.  
 
I listened to the testimony of March 29th and heard a Member ask my peer in North Carolina if 
there was something the federal government does that “hinders” her work at helping people. 
When she responded immediately with the workforce participation rate, I immediately agreed. 
Of all the rules and regulations we follow in our duties, the workforce participation rate stands 
out as a genuine impediment in how we address the needs and opportunities of our community 
through the TANF program.   
 
Our last case illustrates another point about the workforce participation rating. One of the 
advantages to living in a small rural community is that our equally small social services agency is 
flexible and entrepreneurial enough in its operations to find individualized solutions to difficult 
problems and then deliver positive outcomes as a consequence. Yet the one-size-fits-all 
workforce participation rating approach is really at best an output metric, not an outcome 
measure. It operates to undermine our strengths as a small community by dictating a narrow 
window of how to solve a problem rather than outlining a large vista of the many ways a 
problem can actually be solved through our efforts. 
 
Thank you for allowing a veteran caseworker from rural Ohio share with you her thoughts about 
the vital federal program we administer here in Perry County. Please contact me anytime at 
tamara.corp@jfs.ohio.gov or 740.342.3551 and would be happy to provide you follow-up or 
clarifications if needed.   
 
Sincerely, 

 
Tamara K. Corp 
Supervisor, Income Maintenance Department 
Perry County Job and Family Services 

mailto:tamara.corp@jfs.ohio.gov
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Work Requirements for those on Government Assistance 
I have changed the title slightly because Welfare isn’t the only problem with regard to government 

programs discouraging work.  

If this committee is going to look at ways to encourage work, it also has to look at the Social Security 

Survivor earnings limit. I submit these comments for perspective, as a former recipient of such benefits. 

Remember, these beneficiaries are not retirees, although the laws are the same across the board. These 

recipients are working-age single parents. And single parents purely through bad luck, not any fault of 

their own. 

Background 
I became a widow at the age of 43. At the time I was the mother of a 10 and a 7-year-old. My husband 

was a Wall Street Analyst and former engineer. I was a stay-at-home mother because I had been a 

telecom engineer and my career was a casualty of the 2001 industry bubble. My husband had a master’s 

degree from Caltech and I had one from Cornell, both in engineering. We had a comfortable life, 

although, on one salary in the metro NYC area, it was not extravagant.  

I began receiving benefits in October of 2010. It was at that time that I was told that I was subject to an 

earnings limit of around $16,000. This was the same limit as for a 62 year old, presumably with minimal 

living expenses and no dependents. But I was raising two growing children, and without a husband, in 

order to work, I would need childcare. I had a mortgage that we qualified for on both our salaries at the 

time we bought it. I now had to pay COBRA to the tune of $1500/mo for the three of us (for myself alone 

it would have been half that amount). 

In a perfect world, my children’s survivor benefits would support their physical needs, and mine would 

pay childcare expenses so that I could work to afford some of the quality-of-life aspects that my 

husband’s salary had given us. Again, these weren’t luxuries – I just mean staying in our school district 

and keeping our minimum daily activities. My children had already lost their father. I did not want them 

to lose their home, school (=friends), or activities too. They were emotionally traumatized enough. 

But if I worked, I would slowly lose my benefit. And in the metro NYC area, childcare is so expensive that 

I simply could not work enough hours to pay for it and keep more money after taxes and commute than I 

would net from staying at home and collecting Social Security. This was true even with my engineering 



master’s because without my spouse and not having local family members to rely on, I could not work 

more than a certain number of hours a week and still make sure my kids’ schedule could be maintained.  

IN OTHER WORDS, THE SOCIAL SECURITY EARNINGS LIMIT MADE IT UNAFFORDABLE FOR ME TO WORK 

AT ALL. I did the math. (I’m good at math. 😉) 

Proposal 
How about treating survivors differently than early retirees? How about making earnings limits more 

reasonable for their realities? How about setting limits that take into account a home that qualified for a 

mortgage, quite possibly on two salaries1, that childcare is expensive, that children don’t interact with 

their peers freely in neighborhoods anymore but rather through extracurricular activities that aren’t 

free?  

Additionally, how about treating child survivors as unemancipated minors and not 62-year-old early 

retirees? How about if a child is lucky enough to be cast in a Broadway show for 14 months (as my son 

was2), they don’t lose two years of benefits because nowhere else in any Federal or State statute is it 

legal for an unemancipated minor to support themselves (provided their income is temporary) 

regardless of the amount of income? 

I ask Congress to consider raising the Survivor earnings limit to something that allows an approximation 

of whatever lifestyle the family had EARNED and is threatened through no fault of their own. 

Alternatively, or in addition, Congress may consider removing a dollar for every three earned rather than 

for every two. For me, this would have made working feasible. 

A final thought, and an important one 
As a general comment, if you want to encourage work for recipients of any Federal assistance, for Pete’s 

sake, factor in the cost of living in an area when setting earnings limits! (You know how to do this – 

Medicare sets reimbursements this way.) Having a certain level of earnings goes way further in some 

areas than others, and factors into the decision of whether working is more or less financially viable than 

collecting benefits.  

  

                                                            
1 In 1939 when the Survivor benefit was created, only about 5% of households with children had both parents 
working. In the modern age, it is closer to 75%, according to census data. Social Security laws have not kept up with 
modern family dynamics. 
 
2 One upside of my financial situation, however, is that since I wasn’t working, I had time to help my son establish 
his career. He’s been in the business for 7 years now – look for him in the Lionsgate theatrical release called Unsung 
Hero, later this year. You can also see him in the opening sequence of the pilot episode of the Dynasty reboot 
(playing piano), and in the Amazon Prime series, the Romanoffs, Panorama.  By the way, he has paid far more in 
taxes in those 7 years than the $25,000 in child support that I lost thanks to his job, so you’re welcome. (In other 
words – you would have benefitted from his job even if you’d paid benefits to him, as I think would be the case for 
most – another reason to encourage work while receiving benefits – the end result for the taxpayer is net positive. 



Research Brief  |  February 2023
Holistic case management helps families 
escape the cycle of poverty

Key Results
Based on a two-year followup survey, evidence suggests that:

⚫ Individuals offered holistic case management are more likely to be employed full time than their peers.

⚫ Unemployed clients offered holistic case management earn more.

⚫ Unstably housed clients offered holistic case management have increased housing stability.

Context of the Issue
In 2019, nearly 14 percent of Texans lived in poverty, and more than 19 percent of Texas children experienced poverty. Designing 
policies that effectively move these families out of poverty is challenging because their reason(s) for being in poverty are varied 
and families can have multiple influencing factors, such as: a disability, lack of skills, loss of a home to crippling medical debt, being 
a single parent, recovering from an addiction, having a criminal record, being an undocumented worker, not having adequate 
transportation to reliably get to a job, to name a few. While overcoming just one of these factors is challenging, many families are 
experiencing more than one of these barriers. National surveys in 2004 and 2006 discovered that more than one in five current 
welfare recipients were experiencing three or more barriers simultaneously. Therefore, a successful tool for those in poverty to 
utilize must attack many fronts at once, if it is truly designed to help them climb out of poverty and achieve self-sufficiency.

Current Efforts
Safety net programs support Texans with a variety of resources. In 2020, approximately 3.7 million Texas residents received 
SNAP and more than 45,000 individuals received TANF benefits. Interventions like individualized service plans and case 
management attempt to address issues related to poverty, and have been used with patients with severe mental illness, those 
experiencing housing instability, former prisoners re-entering the community, and in a number of other contexts. In these 
examples, programs are very specific to the presenting issue and do not completely address the multidimensional nature of what 
prevents families from achieving self-sufficiency.



Catholic Charities Fort Worth’s Solution: Padua Program
The Padua® Program (Padua) is a holistic case management program designed by Catholic Charities Fort Worth to address the 
unique set of barriers faced by families in poverty. The program has five main elements: (1) a detailed assessment, (2) an 
actionable service plan, (3) a two-person case management team with small caseloads,  (4) intensive, strengths-based case 
management services, and (5) strategic, flexible financial resources. The case management team designs an individualized 
service plan that helps them prioritize and methodically tackle issues with clients. The Padua model leverages staff’s relationships 
with agencies in the community to help clients efficiently access resources. These partnerships break down the silos that often 
exist across community organizations, freeing up time and energy for clients to focus on their goals. Padua staff have small 
caseloads that enable them to build strong relationships with the families they serve. These relationships support participants 
over the long haul—families can participate in Padua until they reach self-sufficiency, which often means they are engaged in 
services for a number of years.

1  The average time in the program is 20 months, but many families are in the program for more than two years.
NOTE: For a complete summary of the study please visit https://www.nber.org/papers/w30992. 

LEO’s study
LEO conducted a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to assess Padua’s impact on participants. LEO enrolled clients into the 
study over the course of two years, with one cohort in 2015 and one in 2016. Approximately 11,000 individuals contacted 
CCFW seeking assistance during these enrollment periods. Of those 1,072 were eligible for the study, and 40 percent agreed 
to participate. In total, 193 study participants were offered access to the Padua program and 234 were offered services "as 
usual”—a list of the organizations and services available to them at CCFW and in the broader community. Study participants 
completed in-person surveys at application as well as one and two years after opting into the study. Administrative data 
sources were also used to analyze changes in outcomes over time. LEO measured program impacts by comparing differences 
in outcomes between those who were and were not offered Padua, and conducted exploratory analysis on how Padua affected 
different subgroups of applicants.

Major findings
⚫ Higher Employment: Those offered Padua services are 25 percent 

more likely to report being employed full time than their peers.
⚫ Higher Earnings: Unemployed individuals offered Padua services 

earn, on average, 46 percent more (roughly $420 more per month)
than unemployed individuals offered "services as usual."

⚫ Increased Stable Housing: Unstably housed individuals offered 
Pauda are 60 percent more likely to have stable housing 24 months 
later compared to unstably housed individuals offered
"services as usual."

⚫ Less credit card debt: Those offered Padua services experience a 
sharp decline in credit card debt that persists over time compared 
to peers (roughly $400 less in credit card debt).

⚫ Better Health: Those offered Padua services are 53 percent more likely to rate their health as 
having improved or stayed “Excellent” after program application compared to their peers.

Key takeaways
⚫ Individuals offered Padua services have less credit card debt, better health, and are more likely to have full-time employment.
⚫ Padua provides services to those in poverty by addressing many factors at once, as opposed to dealing with factors in silos.
⚫ Evidence suggests Padua has a particularly large impact on those stably housed and unemployed. This research is ongoing.

Lasting benefits:  
The findings shown above  persist over the 24 months of the initial study. Currently available administrative data suggests 
that these benefits persist for longer durations of time. To more fully understand the lasting impacts of Padua, CCFW and 
LEO have enrolled an additional 702 individuals in a study and are following administrative earnings data over multiple years.

https://www.nber.org/papers/w30992
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After 5 years, graduates increase earnings by 38% compared to their peers.
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Committee Testimony 
 

April 6, 2023 

United States House of Representatives 
The Honorable Darin LaHood 
Chairman, Subcommittee on Work and Welfare 
Committee on Ways and Means 
1139 Longworth House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515 
 

Dear Chairman LaHood, 

My name is Clarence H. Carter and I have the honor of serving in the cabinet of Tennessee 
Governor Bill Lee as the Commissioner of the Department of Human Services. Thank you for the 
opportunity to add my comments to the record for the hearing held on March 29. 

I offer this testimony as someone who has spent more than 30 years serving as a senior 
administrator in the public human services space. In my career, I have had the opportunity to 
work with the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (TANF) at every level of 
government. At the state and local level, I previously served as the Director of the Arizona 
Department of Economic Security, the Commissioner of the Virginia Department of Social 
Services, and the Director of the Washington D.C. Department of Human Services. Prior to my 
current appointment I served as the Director of the Office of Family Assistance, the program 
office within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services tasked with administering 
TANF.  

As such, I begin with an unequivocal statement; the twin pillars of the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 of work for receipt of benefits and time limits 
is the right and proper foundation for the public policy construct to support economically 
vulnerable families with children.  

For purposes of this testimony, it is the application of the work component of TANF to which I 
direct my comments. I will further confine my remarks to two aspects of the work component. 
The TANF program specifically (and the broader suite of the more than 80 federal programs 
authorized to address economic, social and developmental vulnerability) is in desperate need of 
repair. It is far from our best effort to serve those in our society experiencing significant 
challenges to making their lives work. 

While TANF’s emphasis on work is foundational to creating a pathway to economic freedom for 
its recipients, the way in which our current policies attempt to meet this imperative is 
extremely flawed. 

In my testimony I will begin with my work in Tennessee and expand to observations in other 
relevant parts of my journey in this space. 



WORK PARTICIPATION RATE 

The work participation rate is how we calculate the application of the work component of the 
statute. 

The single parent work participation target begins at 50 percent. This translates to those on the 
roles where work would be a requirement (after applying exemptions) the state is required to 
engage half in work activities (another maddening concept). After applying a generous caseload 
reduction credit, the target is established. 

The following graphic will highlight the Tennessee TANF work participation rate target for the 
past five years. 

 

All Families: 50% Requirement 

FFY TN target 
after 
caseload 
deduction 
credit 

All Families 
WPR 
achieved 

Target 
Met 

2017 0% 35.6% Yes 
2018 0% 31.2% Yes 
2019 0% 33.2% Yes 
2020 0% 33.6% Yes 
2021 0% 24.8% Yes 

 

As illustrated above, the work participation target in Tennessee for the past 5 years has been 
effectively zero. Having served in this capacity in several jurisdictions and worked with 
colleagues across the country, I can confidently say that this experience is not unique to 
Tennessee.  

So, law, regulation and policy has enshrined that Tennessee, and many other states, essentially 
have had to do nothing to meet a foundational objective of the 1996 welfare reform law. It’s 
important to add that Tennessee has not rested on that target but endeavored to engage many 
of its TANF work eligible consumers in a meaningful way. However, no one could argue that the 
current construction of the work participation rates is effectively accomplishing the goals of the 
hard-fought reforms of nearly three decades ago.  

PENALTY 

Even with the significant watering down of the work component, there are still states that have 
failed to reach their targets. When this occurs there is a penalty mechanism that is engaged. 
Unfortunately, this penalty mechanism is ineffective at encouraging states to engage their 
clients in work related activities.   

In my first week heading the Office of Family Assistance I was presented a sanction letter for my 
signature. The sanction was for a violation that had occurred 6 years prior. Interestingly, the 



letter wasn’t even imposing a sanction, it was simply informing the state that the matter had 
not yet been remediated and the next phase of the sanction process was commencing. This 
letter was not an anomaly, but the regular course of business when it came to the sanctioning 
process. 

The ultimate penalty for a sanction is reducing the state’s annual grant. During my tenure as 
Director of the Office of Family Assistance there was not a single instance in which such a 
penalty was imposed upon a state for failing to meet their work participation target. 

My point here is not to take money away from states and families that are in desperate need of 
economic assistance, it is instead to put teeth into an essential component of the program. 

CONCLUSION  

In closing, the current construction of the work requirement (a pillar of the statute) has been 
effectively gutted. If it is our intention to truly support work as part of lifting economically 
vulnerable families beyond those circumstances, we must do a much better job than our 
current policy construct. 

This testimony, while targeted, is not even close to exhaustive of the challenges of our efforts 
to, in the words of former President Clinton “end welfare as we know it”. It is my hope that this 
is the beginning of a dialogue to strengthen our approach to grow those who suffer with 
economic, social, and developmental vulnerabilities beyond those challenges in their lives. I 
applaud the subcommittee for taking on this important and relevant challenge. Tennessee 
stands ready to assist and we would be honored to contribute to the dialogue of this process.  

 

Respectfully, 

 

Clarence H. Carter 
Commissioner 
Tennessee Department of Human Services 
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