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and minimum wage, expanded low-
income child care, broadened health
care for low-income children, strength-
ened child support enforcement, and
improved access to food stamps for
working families.

TANF involved a combination of 
“work fi rst” policies to promote rapid
job entry, policies to restrict assis-
tance for those who were not work-
ing or did not meet program rules,
and a block grant structure in which 
billions of dollars became available
for redirection when welfare case-
loads fell.

The results of this combination of 
policies were dramatic but mixed. 
When the economy was strong,
there was unprecedented growth in 
employment and earnings among
single-parent families, and poverty fell.
Employment retention was uneven, 
advancement was limited, and most
families remained in or near poverty, 
although with more income than when
receiving welfare. At the same time, 
the caseload and the share of eligible
families receiving TANF assistance
plummeted, and many families with 
serious employment barriers were left 
without assistance or jobs. When the
economy slowed, the most favorable
indicators slowed or reversed. The
declines were not enough to overcome 
earlier gains, but over the last four

years, single-par-
ent employment
has fallen, poverty 
has grown, the
caseload has fl at-
tened and today, 
less than half of 
eligible families
and only one-third 
of poor children receive assistance.

The freed-up TANF funds provided
opportunities to increase supports for
working families, address employ-
ment retention and advancement for
low-earning parents, expand services
for fathers, and develop initiatives to
promote better outcomes for youth.
At fi rst, states redirected billions of 
dollars to child care and initiated small
but noteworthy efforts to address labor

What has been the effect of these
major changes? Welfare caseloads 
began declining in the spring of 1994
and picked up steam after the federal
legislation was enacted in 1996.
Between 1994 and 2004, the caseload
declined about 60 percent, a decline
that is without precedent. The percent-
age of U.S. children on welfare is now 
lower than it has been since at least
1970.

But are the mothers who leave (or
avoid) welfare able to fi nd work?
More than 40 studies conducted by 

states since 1996 show that about 60
percent of the adults leaving welfare
are employed at any given moment
and that, over a period of several 
months, about 80 percent hold at
least one job. Even more impres-
sive, national data from the Census
Bureau show that between 1993 and
2000, the percentage of low-income,
single mothers with a job grew from 
58 percent to nearly 75 percent, 
an increase of almost 30 percent. 
Moreover, employment among never-
married mothers, the most disadvan-
taged and least-educated subgroup
of single mothers, grew from 44
percent to 66 percent, an increase
of 50 percent, over the same period.
Again, these sweeping changes are
unprecedented.

What about
income? Census
Bureau data show 
that in 1993, earn-
ings accounted for
about 30 percent
of the income
of low-income
mother-headed
families while welfare payments
accounted for nearly 55 percent. By 
2000, this pattern had reversed: earn-
ings had leaped by an astounding 136
percent to constitute almost 57 percent
of income while welfare income had
plummeted by nearly half to constitute
only about 23 percent of income.
Equally important, with earnings lead-
ing the way, the total income of these 
low-income families increased by more
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market progress. But over time, these
funds became increasingly directed at
fi nancing state child welfare systems
and fi lling state budget holes. The
TANF “participation rate” was never a
good measure of state efforts to help
families get and keep jobs; far more
telling is that the share of TANF funds
used for child care declined each year
after 2000, and that in 2004, only 8
percent of TANF and state mainte-
nance-of-effort funds were spent on
work-related activities.

As states consider their next steps,
10 years of research and experience
underscore the need for more balanced
approaches that focus on skill build-
ing, job quality, and helping families
increase their incomes. The research
makes clear that:

t e ost e ect e p og a s do ot
simply focus on job search or basic
education, but blend a mix of indi-
vidualized employment, training and
other services with attention to local
labor markets;
retention and advancement are
affected by wages and other aspects
of the quality of initial job place-
ments, the premise that any job is as
good a starting point as any other
job is not true; and
to see improvements in child well-
being, it’s important to connect fami-
lies with stable quality child care and
ensure that employment translates
to increased family income.
Unfortunately, the reauthorization

bill enacted by Congress refl ects almost
none of those key lessons. After nearly 
four years of debate narrowly focused 

•

•

o t e ec a cs o pa t c pa
tion rates, the resulting law provides
few new resources, restricts state
fl exibility to design effective programs,
and offers a strong incentive to simply 
cut caseloads.

While states will need to develop
strategies to meet federal require-
ments, the challenge is to ensure that
compliance and penalty avoidance
do not become the central goals of 
welfare reform. It is crucial to have
strategies that address the needs of 
TANF recipients and other low-income
families, and to be guided by goals of 
promoting sustainable employment,
supporting labor market progress,
and reducing poverty. After 10 years,
much more is known, and it is crucial
to build on that knowledge to do
 better.
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