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Findings
A review of spending decisions nationwide and in three states—Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin—
under the Temporary Assistance program since its enactment in 1996 finds that:

■ Nationwide, state officials have evolved from spending most Temporary Assistance funding
on cash assistance to spending more on benefits and services to a large number of families
who do not receive cash assistance. In 1997 and 1998, state officials focused on retooling the
previous program, and spent considerably less than was available under the federal block grant.
From 1999 to 2001, state officials dramatically expanded spending on child care and services
under the block grant, and reduced cash assistance expenditures. From 2001 to 2004, state spend-
ing on Temporary Assistance stabilized. States spend a substantial portion of the funds on “social
services”; however, there is no uniform information available to national policymakers on these
services. In 2004, spending on social services accounted for some 24 percent of national Tempo-
rary Assistance spending, and exceeded by more than $1.6 billion the amount of funding allocated
to child care.

■ Overall spending levels on Temporary Assistance in the three states have diverged in recent
years. All three states built up reserves of unspent funds in the initial years of the program equal
to half or more of their annual federal block grant allocation. Between 2001 and 2004, Temporary
Assistance expenditures jumped in Pennsylvania, remained relatively stable in Wisconsin, and
dropped back to their 1998 levels in Ohio. Meanwhile, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin had spent
more than half their initial reserves by the end of 2004, while Ohio’s reserve fund continued 
to grow.

■ All three states spend a majority of Temporary Assistance funds on benefits and services
other than cash assistance. Cash assistance accounted for between a quarter and a third of Tem-
porary Assistance spending in the three states in 2004, far less than in 1998. Wisconsin spends 44
percent of its Temporary Assistance funds on child care, more than double the proportion in Ohio
and Pennsylvania, where officials spend almost three out of 10 program dollars on social services. 

■ As in the rest of the nation, each of the three states provides Temporary Assistance-funded
benefits to a substantial number of low-wage workers who do not receive cash assistance. For
example, in 2001, Wisconsin officials provided more than 56,000 individuals not part of the cash
assistance caseload with benefits and services funded by Temporary Assistance, such as child care,
job training, and state earned income credit payments. Federal officials do not count these individ-
uals in the program caseload since the policy only requires that state officials report assistance
recipients.

Because most states now spend a majority of their Temporary Assistance funds on benefits and serv-
ices other than cash assistance, they must demonstrate to federal policymakers and others that the
program promotes more than “welfare to work.” To do so, state and local officials should articulate
goals and develop new program measures that reflect the reality of funding decisions, and thus pro-
mote the long-term viability of the federal block grant program.



Introduction and 
Methodology

State officials are spending
Temporary Assistance funds
quite differently from the
early years after welfare

reform.1 States now spend a majority
of Temporary Assistance funds on ben-
efits and services other than cash
assistance, and the beneficiaries of
these benefits and services include a
substantial number of families who do
not receive cash assistance. 

These trends have important policy
implications. To learn more about
these funding allocations and policy
decisions, the Brookings Institution
Metropolitan Policy Program commis-
sioned reports from respected analysts
at nonprofit organizations with expert-
ise in budget and social policy in each
of three states: Ohio, Pennsylvania,
and Wisconsin.2 After interviewing
state officials, analysts from national
and state organizations, and reviewing
state demographics for about ten
places across the country, Brookings
staff choose these three states for an
in-depth report because they represent
three different models of program
administration: Wisconsin delegates
some decisions to county and local
administrators, Ohio uses a mixed
model of state and county administra-
tion, and Pennsylvania is a
state-administered model.3 However,
in the final analysis, it appears that
state level decisions were more influ-
ential in all three states for most
outcomes. 

In this brief, we provide an overview
of officials’ decisions for allocation of
Temporary Assistance funds in 1998,
2001, and 2004 both at the national
level and in the three states studied,
discussing some of the policy and
political implications of state spending
of Temporary Assistance funds. 

Findings

A. Nationwide, state officials
have evolved from spending most
Temporary Assistance funding on
cash assistance to spending more
on benefits and services to a large
number of families who do not
receive cash assistance.
State officials’ spending decisions have
evolved in three stages since Congress
established the Temporary Assistance
block grant in 1996.4

Stage One: Implementation
Most state legislatures passed legisla-
tion establishing state Temporary
Assistance programs in 1997 and then
implemented these programs in 1997
and 1998. Their focus in this period
was largely on retooling the previous
program—Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children—for compliance with
the new federal law that established
Temporary Assistance for Needy Fami-
lies in 1996. During this stage, state
officials spent significantly less than
their available federal Temporary
Assistance funds. At the end of FY
1998, some $6.1 billion in federal
Temporary Assistance funds remained
unspent. 

State officials spent the majority of
funds during this period on cash assis-
tance. In FY 1998, they spent 58
percent of Temporary Assistance
funds—almost $14 billion—on cash
assistance. They used a relatively small
amount—about $3.8 billion—to fund
child care and other work-related
activities. Officials spent about the
same amount—$3.9 billion—for social
services (including transfers to the
Social Services Block Grant and
spending categorized as “other”).

Stage Two: Shifting from Cash
Assistance to Child Care and 
Social Services
By 1999, federal officials noted that
more than $6 billion in Temporary
Assistance funds from 1997 and 1998
were unspent. In 1999, Nancy John-
son, chairperson of the House Ways

and Means subcommittee with pri-
mary jurisdiction over Temporary
Assistance, wrote governors urging
them to use unspent block grant
funds. According to Johnson, “The
most surprising thing about the grow-
ing… reserves is that there are so
many fruitful ways states should be
spending this money.”5

In FY 2000, state officials were still
spending about $1 billion dollars
below the annual funding level, but
this changed quickly. Their spending
jumped by $3 billion between FY 2000
and FY 2001. In both FY 2001 and FY
2002, state officials spent just over
$18.5 billion in federal block grant
funds, while the federal block grant
was $16.8 billion for each of those
years.

However, state officials did not
increase the overall spending by fund-
ing additional cash assistance. In fact,
spending on cash assistance fell by
almost $3.8 billion between 1998 and
2001. Comparing spending in 1998
with spending in 2001 shows that
increases were concentrated in three
areas:

• Child care—from $2.2 billion in
1998 to $5.35 billion in 2001, a
more than $3 billion increase;

• “Work-related activities”—from
about $1.6 billion in 1998 to
almost $2.7 billion in 2001, a
more than $1 billion increase; and

• Social services—from $3.9 billion
in 1998 to about $6.3 billion in
2001, a $2.4 billion increase.6

Stage Three: Stabilization and
Retrenchment: 
Unspent Temporary Assistance bal-
ances peaked at $7.1 billion in FY
2000. From 2001 through 2004, states
drew on these unspent funds to spend
in excess of their annual block grant.
By 2004, unspent balances had
dropped to $3.75 million. HHS has yet
to release Temporary Assistance finan-
cial data for FY 2005, but we know
from other federal sources that FY
2005 spending was only slightly above
the annual block grant level.
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The amount of Temporary Assis-
tance funds allocated to cash
assistance and child care in 2004 dif-
fered little from the amounts allocated
to these areas in 2001. Spending on
social services was about $500 million
higher in 2004 than in 2001, while
spending on work-related activities fell
by almost $500 million. 

These trends are striking for both
the large increase in spending on
social services and the large share of
Temporary Assistance funds allocated
by officials to this category of spend-
ing. In 2004, spending on social
services accounted for some 24 per-
cent of Temporary Assistance
spending, and exceeded by more than
$1.6 billion the amount of funding
allocated to child care. Social services
spending may fund, among other
activities, transfers to the Social Ser-
vices Block Grant (Title XX), juvenile
justice, and child welfare. However,
the federal government does not col-
lect information from states on their
specific uses of funds classified as
social services spending.

B. Overall spending levels on
Temporary Assistance in the three
states have diverged in recent
years.
A focus on the three case study
states—Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wis-
consin—permits a more nuanced view
of how Temporary Assistance programs
have evolved since federal welfare
reform in 1996. Between 1994 and
2004, the number of families receiving
cash assistance declined by more than
50 percent in all three states.7 Notably,
nearly half or more of the decline
occurred prior to the implementation
of Temporary Assistance by the states.
This trend was most notable in Wis-
consin, where more than 80 percent of
the decline between 1994 and 2004
occurred before state officials imple-
mented W-2 statewide in 1997.

In the initial years of Temporary
Assistance, officials in the three states
did not spend all of the block grant
funds in the years they received them.

Between 1998 and 2001, total spend-
ing increased considerably in both Ohio
and Wisconsin. The jump in spending
for Ohio in 2001 was due in large part
officials’ decision to create the Preven-
tion, Retention and Contingency-
Development Reserve (PRC-DR), pro-
viding large allotments of flexible
funding to counties—$100 million in
2000 and $200 million in 2001.

In Pennsylvania, total spending by
officials was only slightly higher in
2001 than in 1998. Spending jumped
in Pennsylvania between 2001 and
2004, while it fell in Ohio (almost
returning to 1998 levels) and
remained relatively stable in Wiscon-
sin over the same period. 

Officials in the three states built up
reserves of unspent federal Temporary
Assistance funds in the initial years of
the program that were equal to half or
more of their annual block grant allo-
cations. Pennsylvania and Wisconsin
leaders had spent more than half of
their reserves by 2004. In 2004, total
expenditures in both states were about
120 percent of the combined amount
of the annual block grant and the min-

imum MOE contribution. Ohio lead-
ers allowed the reserve to grow to 
$1 billion in 2004.

C. All three states spend a major-
ity of Temporary Assistance funds
on benefits and services other
than cash assistance.
Figure 1 shows Temporary Assistance
allocations in the three states across
three broad programmatic categories:
work and income supports, adminis-
tration, and social services.8

• In Ohio, work and income support
accounted for about 63 percent of
total Temporary Assistance expen-
ditures in 2004; administration
accounted for 9 percent of total
expenditures. 

• In Pennsylvania, work and income
support accounted for about 64
percent of Temporary Assistance
expenditures in 2004, and adminis-
tration for 8 percent. Pennsylvania
spent more on work and income
support in 2004 than in 1998.
Spending on work and income
support was $879 million in 2004
compared to $648 million in 1998.
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Source: Analysis of HHS Fiscal Year 2004 TANF Financial Data

Figure 1. Allocation of Temporary Assistance Funds by Three
Major Categories, Three States, 2004
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• Wisconsin spent a larger propor-
tion of its Temporary Assistance
funds—84 percent—on work and
income support than the other
two states in 2004, and a similar
proportion (8 percent) on admin-
istration. 

Social Services
In Ohio and Pennsylvania, officials
spent almost three out of every 10 dol-
lars of Temporary Assistance funding
on social services in 2004, somewhat
greater than the national average of 24
percent. Leaders in both states spent a
greater amount and share of funding
on such services in 2004 than they did
in 1998. By contrast, Wisconsin offi-
cials spent less than one out of every
10 Temporary Assistance dollars on
such services in 2004. 

Social services spending under Tem-
porary Assistance programs now rivals
the amount of Temporary Assistance
funds spent on child care in some
states. In Pennsylvania, spending in
two areas categorized as social services
in this report—”other” and social serv-
ices “previously authorized” under
AFDC—actually accounted for a
larger share of Temporary Assistance
spending in 2004 than spending on
child care.9 Ohio spent approximately
the same amount in 2004 on these
same two general social services cate-
gories as it did on child care.
Wisconsin officials, however, spent
considerably more on child care than
on these other activities.

Cash Assistance
In all three states, expenditures on
cash assistance accounted for between
one-quarter and slightly more than
one-third of Temporary Assistance
spending in 2004. Leaders in the three
states spent less on cash assistance in
2004 than in 1998, despite a weaker
economy and increases in the number
of children living in poverty (Figure
2).10

• In Ohio, expenditures on cash
assistance declined from $522
million in 1998 to $321 million in

2004, a 39 percent decline before
adjusting for inflation. In 2004,
expenditures on cash assistance
accounted for 35 percent of total
Temporary Assistance expendi-
tures.

• In Pennsylvania, expenditures on
cash assistance declined from
$498 million in 1998 to $385 mil-
lion in 2004, a 23 percent decline.
In 2004, expenditures on cash
assistance accounted for 28 per-
cent of total Temporary Assistance
expenditures

• In Wisconsin, expenditures on
cash assistance declined from
$145 million in 1998 to $136 mil-
lion in 2004, a 7 percent decline.
In 2004, expenditures on cash
assistance accounted for 24 per-
cent of total Temporary Assistance
expenditures.

In Ohio and Pennsylvania, officials
allocated about 20 percent of Tempo-
rary Assistance expenditures in 2004
to child care; in Wisconsin, the share
was much higher at 44 percent of total
expenditures. In all three states, offi-
cials’ Temporary Assistance

expenditures on child care in 2004
were more than twice the level of such
spending in 1998 (Figure 2). 

• In Ohio, officials increased expen-
ditures on child care from $52
million in 1998 to $172 million in
2004, a 231 percent increase. In
2004, officials’ expenditures on
child care accounted for 19 per-
cent of total Temporary Assistance
spending. About 90,000 Ohio
children received child care assis-
tance in April 2004.

• In Pennsylvania, officials
increased expenditures on child
care from $47 million in 1998 to
$272 million in 2004, a 484 per-
cent increase. In 2004, officials’
expenditures on child care
accounted for 20 percent of 
total Temporary Assistance 
expenditures. About 102,000
Pennsylvania children received
child care assistance in 2004–
2005. 

• In Wisconsin, officials increased
expenditures on child care from
$53 million in 1998 to $251 mil-
lion in 2004, a 375 percent
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Source: Analysis of HHS Fiscal Year 2004 TANF Financial Data

Figure 2. Trends in Use of Temporary Assistance Funds for Cash
Assistance and Child Care in Three States, 1998 to 2004
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increase. In 2004, officials’ expen-
ditures on child care accounted
for 44 percent of total Temporary
Assistance expenditures. About
52,000 Ohio children received
child care assistance in state fiscal
year 2005.

Officials’ expenditures on “work-
related activities”—including
employment services and education
and training—accounted for relatively
modest shares of spending in the three
states. In 2004, Ohio officials spent 7
percent of Temporary Assistance funds
on such activities, Pennsylvania lead-
ers spent 13 percent, and Wisconsin
officials spent 6 percent.

D. As in the rest of the nation,
each of the three states provides
Temporary Assistance-funded
benefits to a substantial number
of low-wage workers who do not
receive cash assistance.
In all three states and nationally the
number of people who receive cash
assistance through Temporary Assis-
tance has declined by more than 50
percent over the last decade. However,
this does not mean that the number of
people receiving services funded by
Temporary Assistance has declined by
this magnitude. Many people who do
not receive cash assistance receive
other benefits or services funded
through Temporary Assistance. These
individuals are not reflected in the
Temporary Assistance “caseload” num-
bers reported by states and the federal
government. Federal officials require
that state administrators report case-
load numbers that include only people
who receive cash assistance through
Temporary Assistance.

All three study states use Temporary
Assistance funds to provide benefits
and services to families who do not
necessarily receive cash assistance.
For example, all three states use Tem-
porary Assistance funds to provide
child care assistance that is not linked
to cash assistance receipt. Wisconsin
also uses a portion of its funds to sup-
port its refundable state earned

income tax credit (EITC). 
In a 2002 report, the Government

Accountability Office (GAO) esti-
mated that the official Temporary
Assistance caseload figures under-
counted the number of people who
receive benefits and services funded
fully or in part through Temporary
Assistance programs by at least 46 per-
cent in FY 2000.11 GAO researchers
developed the estimate with a survey
of 25 states including Ohio, Pennsyl-
vania, and Wisconsin. Because of data
limitations in nearly all of the states,
GAO limited its survey to only one
Temporary Assistance-funded pro-
gram, typically child care, in 23 of the
25 states surveyed. As a result, even
GAO’s count clearly understates the
number of families receiving services
in Temporary Assistance-funded 
programs. 

GAO officials reported the number
of low-income families who did not
receive cash assistance, but who
received child care assistance through
programs funded fully or in part (at
least 30 percent) with Temporary
Assistance funds was equal to:

• 50 percent of the number of 
families receiving cash assistance
in Ohio;

• 34 percent of the number of 
families receiving cash assistance
in Pennsylvania; and

• 97 percent of the number of 
families receiving cash assistance
in Wisconsin.

More complete data available from
Wisconsin suggests that the number of
“uncounted” families receiving Tempo-
rary Assistance funded benefits and
services is even higher than the GAO
estimate. GAO researchers determined
that only two of the 25 states were
able to provide unduplicated counts of
participants across more than one
Temporary Assistance-funded pro-
gram. Wisconsin is one of these states
and researchers found that about
43,000 individuals received Temporary
Assistance-funded cash assistance in
an average month in the fall of 2001.
At the same time, state officials pro-

5AUGUST 2006 • THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION • SURVEY SERIES

“State and local officials

must establish clear

goals and performance

measures for Temporary 

Assistance.”



vided more than 56,000 additional
individuals with services funded by
Temporary Assistance, but not counted
in the officially reported caseload,
based on federal requirements.12 Even
this number (56,000) underestimates
the total because it does not include
all of the families who receive services
funded fully or in part with Temporary
Assistance funds, including families
who receive the state’s earned income
tax credit. 

Discussion and Policy 
Implications

Analysts and policymakers
sometimes describe Tempo-
rary Assistance as a
“welfare” or “welfare-to-

work” block grant. But officials’
spending decisions in all three states
reflect a much different reality; they
have decided to fund a variety of bene-
fits and services, and the beneficiaries
include a substantial number of low-
wage workers who do not receive cash
assistance. Both nationally and in the
three study states, state officials:

• Spend a majority of Temporary
Assistance funds on benefits and
services other than cash assis-
tance. 

• Provide Temporary Assistance-
funded benefits and services to a
substantial number of low-wage
workers who do not receive cash
assistance.

• Spend a substantial portion of
Temporary Assistance funds on
social services. 

These trends have important impli-
cations for the political sustainability
of Temporary Assistance block grant
funds. Scholars and government ana-
lysts studying the implementation and
funding of block grants find that: (1)
over time, Congress added restrictions
and requirements to the block grants;
(2) as state officials blended federal
block grant funds with state money,
block grants lost their federal identity
and support from federal officials; and

(3) funding for social services block
grants did not keep pace with general
inflation, resulting in a loss of pur-
chasing power over time.13

If policymakers perceive Temporary
Assistance to be little more than a
funding stream for state officials to
use to pay for a diffuse array of social
services, it will lose support from fed-
eral officials over time. To some
extent, this is already happening. If
Temporary Assistance had been
adjusted annually for inflation, states
would have received almost 30 percent
more in funds this year. 

Temporary Assistance may fare no
better if officials view it solely as a
“welfare to work” program for non-
working recipients of cash assistance
with little connection to the labor mar-
ket. Some 25 to 35 percent of adults
receiving Temporary Assistance are
employed, and approximately 4 out of
every 5 adults receiving Temporary
Assistance have worked more than
half their adult lives.14 Yet, much of the
rhetoric that accompanies policy
debates about Temporary Assistance is
still framed in ways that imply adults
receiving Temporary Assistance are
somehow distinct from the “working
poor.”15

State and local officials must estab-
lish clear goals and performance
measures for Temporary Assistance.
They must do so in order to avoid the
pitfalls that have befallen other block
grants. State and local officials, advo-
cates, and others should work to
clarify the goals of Temporary Assis-
tance as a work- and
advancement-support program
designed to help make the economy
work better for low-wage workers,
rather than a more limited “welfare to
work” program. 

State and local officials will imple-
ment changes in the federal block
grant imposed as part of the reautho-
rization of Temporary Assistance. As
they make these choices and refine
them in years to come, policymakers
should: 

1. Collect and publicly report
accurate state-level data on the
number of individuals who
receive Temporary Assistance-
funded benefits and services, and
how these benefits and services
relate to core objectives of the
program. 
It is particularly important for state
officials to do a better job of explain-
ing how the use of Temporary
Assistance funds for social services
relates to the core objectives of Tem-
porary Assistance. As an example, in
both Ohio and Pennsylvania, officials
reported spending about three out of
every ten Temporary Assistance block
grant dollars in 2004 on “other nonas-
sistance” and “activities previously
authorized under federal law.” 

It is in state officials’ interest to
report the total number of individuals
served with Temporary Assistance
block grant funds, and to show that
state and local policymakers funding
decisions’ are consistent with key
objectives for the federal block grant.
Congressional support for the Tempo-
rary Assistance block grant is likely to
decline over time without access to
these data. Federal officials find that
“continued congressional support for
block-granted programs has histori-
cally rested on sufficient information
and assurances that the funds are
being well managed and used to sup-
port national objectives.”16

To ensure that national decision-
makers have necessary data, federal
officials, in consultation with state and
local officials, should develop
enhanced uniform information
requirements that apply to all states.
These requirements would make it
possible for policymakers at all levels
of government to “aggregate states’
experiences and speak from a national
perspective” on the activities funded
through Temporary Assistance.17 State
and local officials should promote a
system for tracking all Temporary
Assistance spending in order to assess
the relationship between state and
national objectives. 
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2. Develop state-level objectives
for Temporary Assistance that 
are used to set priorities for the
use of Temporary Assistance
funds, and that place a much
greater emphasis on “making
work pay” and on helping low-
wage workers obtain education
and training for advancement 
in the local economy. 
States should develop long-term
strategic plans for Temporary Assis-
tance that set out a limited set of
state-level objectives that are measura-
ble and that help establish a coherent
“identity” for the program. In our 
view, these objectives and plans 
should focus on the role of Temporary
Assistance as a work- and advance-
ment-support program that is designed
to help make the economy work better
for low-wage workers. Such plans
could include measurable perform-
ance goals and objectives in the areas
of placement into “good jobs,” earn-
ings progression, skills/educational
attainment, and the extension of
income supplements, and other work
supports to eligible low-wage workers. 

The recent enactment of federal
legislation that reauthorizes Temporary
Assistance and requires most states to
increase the number of parents receiv-
ing cash assistance who have jobs or
are in training provides an impetus for
states to reprioritize the use of funds
in ways that not only meet these
higher participation requirements but
also promote better long-term out-
comes for low-wage workers.18

Since the vast majority of Temporary
Assistance parents have considerable
low-wage work experience, officials
should emphasize advancement by
extending education and training
opportunities to parents. In February
2006, HHS Secretary Mike Leavitt
urged states to “go the next step and
help [parents] climb the job ladder by
creating more opportunities [in TANF]
for education and job training.”19 State
officials should heed Secretary Leav-
itt’s strong “signal” to expand education
and training opportunities.

At the federal level, serious consid-
eration should be given to the proposal
of the American Public Human Ser-
vices Association (APHSA) to give
states the option to replace the current
Temporary Assistance block grant work
participation rate structure with
results-based accountability measures.
According to APHSA: “This option
would replace process measures such
as participation rates and prescriptive
hours and work activities. Measuring
job placement, job retention, and
earnings progression reflects standards
established under the high-perform-
ance bonus and also simplifies state
coordination efforts between their
Temporary Assistance and WIA pro-
grams, which incorporate similar
measures.”20

3. Establish that cash assistance
provided through Temporary
Assistance as a work support has
more in common with the
Earned Income Tax Credit and
unemployment compensation
than it does with “welfare.” 
The recent reauthorization debate
illustrates how cash assistance pro-
vided through Temporary Assistance is
still largely viewed as a form of “wel-
fare” for destitute individuals who
have little connection to the world of
work. Other forms of cash assistance,
including the Earned Income Tax
Credit and unemployment compensa-
tion, are generally not thought of as
welfare in large part because the bene-
ficiaries of these forms of cash
assistance are viewed as workers. 

Cash assistance provided through
Temporary Assistance should be
viewed in much the same light: as a
work support for low-wage workers. A
substantial portion of cash assistance
now goes to employed families earning
low wages, rather than unemployed
and destitute families. According to
HHS data, between 25 and 34 percent
of adults receiving cash assistance
through Temporary Assistance are
employed.21 For these adults, Tempo-
rary Assistance cash assistance has
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more in common with the Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC) than it does
with either traditional welfare or even
unemployment compensation.

Moreover, most individuals who
receive cash assistance through Tem-
porary Assistance in a typical month
live in families that include adults who
are either working during that month,
or are working at some point during
the year. According to HHS data, on
an average monthly basis, 60 percent
of individuals (children and adults)
who received cash assistance in 2002
lived in a family with at least one per-
son in the labor force (not necessarily
an adult receiving assistance). And
some 34 percent of the individuals
who received cash assistance lived in a
family with a full-time worker.22 In
other words, in a typical month in
2004, one-third of individuals who
received cash assistance lived in a
family that included someone working
full-time.

While many families who receive
cash assistance are unemployed at the
time they receive it, this does not
mean that they have little or no con-
nection to the labor market. A recent
HHS study of cash assistance recipi-
ents in six states find that nearly 4 in 5
have worked at least half their adult
years.23 Moreover, the most recent data
on “spells” of receipt of cash assis-
tance—from the late 1990s—show
that nearly half of such spells lasted
four months or less, and three-fourths
lasted one year or less. For the vast
majority of families, Temporary Assis-
tance is, in fact, temporary.

Conclusion

State and local officials have
established Temporary Assis-
tance as a different program
“on the ground” than most

observers predicted. State officials
now spend a majority of Temporary
Assistance funds on benefits and serv-
ices other than cash assistance, and
the beneficiaries include a substantial
number of low-wage workers who do
not receive cash assistance. The chal-
lenge facing officials is two-fold. First,
demonstrate to federal policymakers
and others that the program is more
than a “welfare to work” program. Sec-
ond, highlight the positive identity of
Temporary Assistance with new goals
and performance measures that reflect
the reality of funding decisions in
order to attract the political support
needed for long-term stability.
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Endnotes

1. As used in this policy brief, the term “Temporary

Assistance funds” includes state and federal

funds spent as part of the Temporary Assistance

for Needy Families (TANF) program—the federal

funds are the block grant funds made available to

states and the state funds are the “maintenance-

of-effort” expenditures that states are required to

spend to receive the federal funds.

2. These reports are published as Metropolitan 

Policy Program discussion papers, available at

www.brookings.edu/metro.

3. At the time of the research, the three state organ-

izations were part of the State Fiscal Analysis

Initiative, see www.cbpp.org/sfai.htm

4. The data presented in this section are based 

on the authors’ analysis of TANF financial 

data reported to HHS by states. The underlying

data are available on the internet at:

www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofs/data/index.html

5. A copy of the letter is available at 

www.fiscalpolicy.org/johnson99.htm.

6. As used in this brief, “social services” includes

transfers to the Social Services Block Grant, as

well as spending on social services and child-wel-

fare activities that were “previously authorized”
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