
O
n August 22, 1996, President
Clinton signed legislation that
substantially transformed the
American welfare system. Many

of the new law’s provisions, including the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) program, which replaced the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children’s
(AFDC) program, were authorized for six
years. Thus, with a deadline of October 1,
2002, the 107th Congress must reauthorize
the welfare reform legislation (see
Appendix Table 1 for summary). 

The 1996 legislation provoked extensive
research on many facets of the law and its
implementation, making it one of the most
closely-examined pieces of social legislation
in recent decades. The law itself contained

numerous provisions funding research and
evaluation studies, and many non-profit
foundations have also funded studies of the
law’s major provisions. Moreover, a great
deal of research on issues addressed by the
legislation was already underway at the
time of its passage in 1996. Finally, many
states have conducted their own research,
especially on what happens to families that
leave welfare. 

The available research has the potential
to play a vital role in the reauthorization
debate, but it must be synthesized, organ-
ized, and interpreted so that members of
Congress, their staffs, and the policymak-
ing community can use what has been
learned about the effects of the 1996 legis-
lation as a basis for considering changes in
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Executive Summary
The 1996 welfare law produced numerous, wide-ranging changes in state policies and
practices. Greater emphasis is now being given to job placement in welfare offices in
most states. Employment by single mothers, a group which in the past has been the
least likely to work and most likely to be on welfare, is on the rise. Increased employ-
ment has led to higher earnings and declining welfare payments to poor and
low-income families. Similarly, starting in 1994, there have been substantial declines
in overall child poverty and the largest declines ever in black child poverty. In addi-
tion, after increasing for decades, nonmarital births have leveled off; and teen births
have declined significantly since the early 1990s. Although the evidence of the law’s
impact on children is sparse, most researchers conclude that for young children, the
results are either neutral or slightly positive in areas such as school behavior and
school performance. Some of the good news must be attributed to a strong economy.
Moreover, the research also shows there are problems associated with welfare reform.
For example, some unemployed families are financially worse off and some families
eligible for Medicaid and food stamps are losing those benefits when they leave the
welfare rolls. These and other problems merit careful attention and, possibly, action
by the 107th Congress during the upcoming reauthorization debate.
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old policies or the initiation of new policies.
This series of policy briefs from the
Brookings Institution will attempt to do 
just that. 

The appendix to this policy brief describes
the welfare reform law in some detail. Six
major programs were reformed by the 1996
legislation. The programs include AFDC,
the Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
program for children, child support enforce-
ment, child care, food stamps, and child
nutrition. In addition, the new law put con-
siderable emphasis on reducing nonmarital
births and welfare benefits for aliens. These
changes are also described in the Appendix. 

This initial policy brief focuses on results
of the most debated and controversial 1996
reform: replacing the AFDC program with
TANF. This change converted welfare from
an entitlement that paid mostly cash bene-
fits to needy parents into a combined cash
benefit/work program with a benefit that
was contingent on meeting work or work
preparation requirements. Open-ended fed-
eral funding was replaced with block grant
funding that was fixed over the 1997 to
2002 period, thereby giving states a finan-
cial incentive to lower welfare caseloads.
States were also required to meet a work
participation standard that began at 25 
percent of the caseload in 1997 and grew 
to 50 percent of caseload in 2002. This 
and the other major reforms are summa-
rized in the appendix. 

Results to Date 
Given the extensive information available
from administrative data and from research,
a great deal is known about the effects of the
various changes in welfare law. In subse-
quent policy briefs (see back cover), we will
summarize the research as it applies to spe-
cific issues and programs in much greater
detail. Here, however, our intent is simply to
provide a broad overview of results in the
TANF program to date based on current
research and data. 

Many studies suggest that a booming
economy has played a significant role in pro-
ducing the results we review below. Thus we

should not assume that similar results would
occur in a sputtering or contracting economy.
Similarly, because of expansions of the
Earned Income Tax Credit, Medicaid, child
care, and other benefits that help working
families, part of the reduction in welfare rolls
and increases in work and income should be
attributed to the greater availability of these
work support benefits. 

Generally, we take the view that the com-
bination of work-oriented welfare reforms,
aggressive implementation by states, the
nation’s growing system of work support 
benefits, the leveling off of nonmarital
births, and a strong economy all contributed
to the observed results. Existing studies do
not allow us to definitively pinpoint the rela-
tive contribution of each. Demanding work
requirements and new supports for the
working poor appear to be more or less 
permanent features of the nation’s new
approach to fighting welfare dependency
and poverty. Whether they will produce 
the same outcomes in a weaker economy is
less certain.

Change at the State and Local Level 
As with any reform, the first question in
considering how it affected states and locali-
ties is whether the federal law was
aggressively implemented. Based on studies
conducted by researchers at the State
University of New York at Albany and at the
Urban Institute in Washington, D.C., it is
clear that most states have dramatically
revamped their welfare programs. No longer
are local offices simply check-writing opera-
tions; now they are also programs that help
people prepare for and find jobs. The typical
welfare office has been transformed, per-
sonnel have been retrained, and the
activities inside the welfare office—which
most states have renamed “Work Centers”
or some similar term—have expanded to
include job-related pursuits. 

Most revealing, the spending patterns
found in the budgets of state and local
offices have changed dramatically. Before
welfare reform, state and local offices typi-
cally spent around 80 percent of their

Ron Haskins, 

Isabel Sawhill, and 

Kent Weaver are the 

Co-Directors of 

the Welfare Reform

& Beyond Initiative

and Senior Fellows

at the Brookings

Institution.

The Welfare Reform 

& Beyond Initiative 

is being funded by 

a consortium of 

foundations. We

gratefully acknowl-

edge support from

the Annie E. 

Casey Foundation, 

the Foundation for 

Child Development, 

the Joyce

Foundation, 

the John D. and

Catherine T.

MacArthur

Foundation, and the

David and Lucile

Packard Foundation.



welfare money on cash benefits, with the
rest going to administration, education,
training, and child care. Now states often
spend 50 percent or less of their funds on
benefits (although few states have reduced
their benefit levels for individual recipients)
while their spending on job search, educa-
tion, training, child care, and other
work-related activities has expanded and
diversified. If budget is policy, important
changes have taken place in the welfare pro-
gram to which clients are exposed at the
state and local level.

Decline in Welfare Rolls 
One very clear outcome of welfare reform
has been a substantial decline in the welfare
caseload of every state. In examining these
and other data, it is worth noting that over
half the states were implementing their own
welfare reform programs under waivers from
federal law by 1994. Although diverse, most
of these waiver programs contained variants
of one or more of the five characteristics of
the TANF program outlined in the appen-
dix. Thus, in most cases, we present data for
the years 1993 through the most recent
year, usually 1999. In this way, readers can
consider the changes that have taken place
over the entire period or various subperiods
and come to their own conclusions about
the most appropriate years for comparison.

Figure 1 shows that by December 1999,
the national cash welfare caseload had
declined by well over 50 percent from its
1994 peak. In addition, the rolls have now
declined for five consecutive years, the most
ever. Because a major feature of the TANF
block grant is that states receive a fixed
amount of federal funds for a period of
years, an important consequence of the
caseload decline is that the typical state now
has much more money per family left on
welfare. We estimate that the number of
federal dollars available per family on cash
assistance, including both TANF and the
child care block grant, has increased from
around $3,500 to almost $8,000 (many
TANF and child care dollars are being spent
for services to a broader group of families

that includes welfare leavers and the work-
ing poor). In addition, because states are
required to maintain their own spending at
75 percent of its level in the early 1990s
when the caseload was much higher, states
also have substantial money of their own
that must be spent on poor and low-income
families.

Of course, caseload decline is only one
measure of what has happened to families
on welfare since 1996. It is good that so
many families have left welfare, but only if
there is evidence that their financial status
has not seriously deteriorated and that they
are moving toward self-sufficiency. Thus, it
is important to examine the employment,
income, and poverty status of these families.

Mothers’ Employment 
Two types of information are available to
assess whether families leaving welfare are
getting jobs. First are studies of mothers
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who have left welfare. Generally, these stud-
ies find that about 60 percent of mothers
are employed at the time of the interview
and about 75 percent have been employed
at some time since leaving welfare. 

Second are studies that have tracked
overall changes in women’s employment.
After a decade of relative stability, the num-
ber of single mothers working rose by about
25 percent between 1993 and 1999 (Figure
2). Even more impressive, there was a 50
percent increase in the number of never-
married mothers who had a job. 

Never-married mothers, who tend to have
less education and work experience than
other single mothers, are the most likely to
go on welfare and the most likely to have
long spells on welfare. That these are pre-
cisely the mothers who have had the biggest
increase in employment in recent years sug-
gests that even poorly educated mothers of
the type that used to stay on welfare for
long periods are proving themselves capable
of productive work in the private sector, at
least during a period of low unemployment.
Nevertheless, important questions remain
about the employment stability and earnings
of those who have left welfare and especially
about the circumstances of those who do
not have jobs.

Poverty 
A major issue of the reauthorization debate
will be whether those leaving welfare are
better off. Figure 3 shows the annual
changes in the TANF caseload, in poverty
among all children, and in poverty among
black children between 1995 and 1999. The
figure shows that as the caseload has
declined each year, so has overall child
poverty and black child poverty. In fact,
black child poverty declined more in both
1997 and 1999 than in any 
previous year and reached its lowest level
ever in 1999. Similarly, poverty among
Hispanic children is at its lowest level since
1979. Overall child poverty also declined
substantially and by 1999 was also at its
lowest level since 1979. But these results
are averages which mask extreme scores.
Even where averages are encouraging, the
condition of those on the bottom, such as
those who leave welfare and do not hold
jobs, remain a focus of research and debate.
Critics such as Wendell Primus of the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and
others have pointed out that the decline in
poverty has not been as steep as the decline
in the caseload and that deep poverty,
defined as income below 50 percent of the
poverty level, has been growing. Thus, even
though child poverty is at its lowest level
since 1979, and poverty for female-headed
families is the lowest ever, there is still con-
cern about the most disadvantaged families.

Earnings and Total Income 
Moving from welfare to work is no guaran-
tee that mothers will be able to lift their
families out of poverty. Most mothers leav-
ing welfare receive low wages, on average
about $6.75 per hour. Nevertheless, one
reason that many mother-headed families
are leaving poverty is that they are earning
more money than in previous years. If we
array all mother-headed families from those
with the lowest to those with the highest
incomes and then divide the distribution
into five equal parts, the bottom two-fifths
will contain all or nearly all the mothers on
welfare and most of the mothers who have
left welfare. If the bottom two-fifths of the
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Figure 1: AFDC/TANF Caseload, 1959-1999

Source: Congressional Research Service
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distribution in 1993 are compared with the
bottom two-fifths in 1999, we find that
annual earnings for the bottom fifth have
increased from $1,331 to $2,417, an
increase of nearly 82 percent, while earn-
ings for the second fifth have increased
from $4,815 to $9,603, an increase of
almost 100 percent (Figures 4 and 5).
Logically enough, more work has led to
increased earnings.

Not surprisingly, mothers in both bottom
fifths of income have lost welfare income.
The bottom fifth lost almost $900 in cash
and $300 in food stamps between 1993 and
1999. Even so, because their earnings and
their income from the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC) have increased so much, the
total annual income of these poorest
mother-headed families has increased by
about $900 on average since 1993. The sec-
ond fifth has lost even more welfare than
the bottom fifth, but the combination of
earnings and EITC has boosted their
income by nearly $3,000 per year or over 20
percent since 1993.

Like the information on poverty, the data
on the income of mothers in the bottom 40
percent of the income distribution are gener-
ally favorable. Even so, serious concerns
remain that should receive further attention
from researchers and policymakers. There
are families at the bottom—say in the bot-
tom 10 percent or 5 percent of the income
distribution—that appear to be worse off
without welfare. In addition, many families
that go to work lose their food stamps,
despite the fact that they remain eligible for
them. Finally, Census data do not take ade-
quate account of work expenses, especially
child care and transportation, that may leave
some families worse off or no better off,
despite increased earnings. 

Trends in Nonmarital Births 
Because research suggests that children are
better off, both economically and psychologi-
cally, in two-parent families, one objective of
the 1996 law was to reduce the proportion of
children born to unmarried parents. Figure 6
shows the trends in nonmarital births since
1940; the figure includes the number of non-

Figure 2: Percentage of Married, Single, and 
Never-Married Mothers Working, 1985-1999

Source: Gary Burtless, The Brookings Institution, 2000

Figure 3: Welfare Caseloads and Children’s
Poverty Decline Simultaneously, 1995-1999

(percent decline from previous year)

Source:  Caseload data from Congressional Research Service; poverty data from Census Bureau
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Figure 4: Average Annual Income of Female Family Heads with Children 
in the Bottom Fifth of Post-Tax Income, 1993-99

(constant 1999 dollars)

Source:  U.S. Bureau of the Census

1993–1999
Source of 1993 1999 in $ in %
Income
Earnings 1,331 2,417 +1,086 +82
Cash Welfare 2,107 1,218 -889 -42
Food Stamps 1,276 988 -288 -23
Child Support 253 365 +112 + 44
EITC 209 716 + 507 +243
Other 1,535 1,902 + 367 + 24
Total 6,711 7,606 + 895 + 13

marital births, the rate per thousand women
aged 15 to 44, and the percentage of all
births that are to unmarried women. 

The pattern is striking: more or less con-
tinuous increases, slow at first but picking
up steam after the mid-1960s, in all three
measures until the mid-1990s, at which
point they level off. The trends for teen
births are even more striking: after a surge
in the 1980s, the rate has declined every
year since 1991 and has now reached the
level of the 1970s. The timing of these
trends suggests that more is at work here
than welfare reform. The teen birth rate
has declined due both to increased absti-
nence among youth and to increased use of
birth control, especially Depo-Provera.
However, the leveling off in nonmarital
births for all women does begin in about
1994, the same year that most states were
beginning to implement welfare reform. 

A few studies have suggested that
tougher child support enforcement reduces
nonmarital childbearing, and one study of

an experimental program in Minnesota that
rewarded work and treated two-parent fami-
lies similarly to those with only one parent
found that the program increased both
entry into marriage and the stability of
existing marriages. Still, there are few stud-
ies that directly link the various policies
contained in the 1996 legislation and
reductions in nonmarital births. Thus,
although the trends are favorable, we still
do not have persuasive research on the spe-
cific policies that could maintain or deepen
these trends. 

Well-Being of Children 
As a result of changes in income or their
mother’s employment, children in welfare
families could be affected by the new law.
Some argue that they will be better off
once their mothers are working because
regular employment will engender a more
structured home environment, more work-
oriented values, and greater exposure of
the children to good quality out-of-home
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care or education. Others argue that the
effects could as easily go in the other direc-
tion if families have fewer material
resources, if the time pressures on mothers
lead to greater stress, less adequate parent-
ing, and less child supervision, or if any
substitute care provided is of poor quality.

Data from a variety of experiments that
were conducted under waivers prior to
enactment of the new law suggest the effects
on children were small. Child participation
in organized activities, center-based child
care, and health insurance programs gener-
ally increased. Academic achievement,
behavior, overall health, and the home envi-
ronment of the child, however, changed very
little, if at all, during these TANF-like pro-
grams. Although about half of the child
outcome studies found significant improve-
ments in child behavior or academic
achievement, the other half found no
effects, and any improvements were very

small. Effects for school-age children are the
most positive while teens were more likely to
be negatively affected and preschoolers were
generally not affected at all. The biggest and
most positive effects so far have been associ-
ated with more children being placed in
child care, after-school programs, or other
structured activities outside the home. These
results are preliminary, but even with more
data it may never be possible to determine
the precise impacts on children of these
changes in maternal employment and
income, since the pathways through which
they influence children are many, and differ-
ent families are likely to react in different
ways.
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Figure 5: Average Annual Income of Female Family Heads with Children 
in the Second Fifth of Post-Tax Income, 1993-99

(constant 1999 dollars)

Source:  U.S. Bureau of the Census 

1993–99
Source of 1993 1999 in $ in %
Income
Earnings 4,815 9,603 +4,788 +99
Cash Welfare 3,099 1,361 -1,738  -56
Food Stamps 1,684 810 -874 -52
Child Support 446 540 +94 +21
EITC 678 1,973 +1,295 +191
Other 2,479 1,732 -747 -30
Total 13,201 16,019 +2,818 +21
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Conclusion

T
he overall pattern of welfare and
work associated with welfare
reform seems clear. The welfare
rolls have declined greatly, more

mothers than ever are working, the average
income of female-headed families—espe-
cially those who are never married—is
increasing, and poverty has dropped sub-
stantially. This pattern of outcomes suggests
that welfare reform, along with the strong
economy and supports for working families,
produced some notable successes. However,
researchers and advocates have also raised a
number of issues and problems that they
believe need to be addressed in reauthoriza-
tion. We turn our attention to these issues
in the second policy brief in this series.
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Appendix
Overview of the 1996 Welfare 
Reform Law

T
here were eight major programs or pol-
icy domains addressed in the 1996 law:
TANF, Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) for children, child support

enforcement, welfare for noncitizens, child care,
nonmarital births, child nutrition, and food
stamps. A summary of the major reforms in each
program or domain follows:

TANF  TANF was the most fundamental of the
reforms because it replaced the entire AFDC
program. The most important elements of the
TANF reforms can be captured in five provi-
sions. First, the individual entitlement to
benefits provided by AFDC was repealed. The
signal sent by this policy change was that no
longer could able-bodied parents qualify for cash
assistance simply by being destitute. The right to
cash welfare was replaced by a system of mutual
responsibilities in which cash benefits are condi-
tioned on attempts to prepare for self support.
Second, the funding mechanism of open-ended 

federal payments for every person added to the
welfare rolls by states was replaced by a block
grant with a fixed amount of funding for each
state for 6 years. Thus, if states help families
leave welfare, they retain the funds that had
been used to pay the family’s welfare benefit.
This feature of the block grant was intended to
provide states with a financial incentive to help
families leave welfare. States were also given far
more discretion than under AFDC law, to spend
funds for purposes other than cash assistance,
such as transportation, wages subsidies, preg-
nancy prevention, and family formation. Despite
the new flexibility, states were required to main-
tain a fixed percentage of their former spending
effort in order to qualify for full TANF funding.
Third, states were required to place an escalating
percentage of their caseload in work programs.
Fourth, financial sanctions were placed both on
states and individuals who fail to meet the work
standards. In the case of individuals, states must
reduce the cash TANF benefit and sometimes
the food stamp benefit of adults who fail to meet
the work requirements designed by states.
Similarly, the federal government will reduce the
block grant of states that fail to meet the per-
centage work requirement. This requirement
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stipulates that, by increasing at a rate of five per-
centage points per year beginning at 25 percent
in 1997, states must have 50 percent of their
caseload involved in work programs for a mini-
mum of 30 hours per week by 2002. Finally, with
a few exceptions, states are not allowed to use
federal dollars to pay the benefits of families who
have been on welfare for more than 5 years.
Taken together, these five characteristics ren-
dered TANF a radically different program than
the AFDC program it replaced.

SSI for Children The SSI provisions for chil-
dren were intended to tighten the standards by
which children qualify for cash SSI benefits. A
test called the Individualized Functional
Assessment that many, including the General
Accounting Office, thought too generous in
judging children to be disabled, was banned and
the definition of childhood disability was clari-
fied. These and similar measures were designed
to ensure that only poor children with serious
disabilities were admitted to the SSI program.
The Congressional Budget Office estimated that
these reforms would reduce the number of chil-
dren on SSI by around 180,000, although by late
2000 the reduction was actually more on the
order of 100,000.

Child Support Enforcement The child support
enforcement amendments, by sheer number
alone, were the most extensive provisions in the
1996 legislation. They were exceptionally com-
prehensive and amended nearly every aspect of
the child support enforcement program. The
general themes of the reforms were to provide
access to new sources of employment and salary
information for state programs, to streamline
and automate as much of the child support pro-
gram as possible, and to reform the state
programs so that enforcement activities were
based on mass processing of information and
cases. The major goal of these reforms was to
improve the performance of the child support
program so that more noncustodial parents
would be located, more paternities established,
more child support orders put in place, and more
money collected to help custodial parents, espe-
cially mothers leaving welfare, as well as to
reimburse taxpayers for providing cash welfare
payments for needy children.

Welfare for Noncitizens Next to TANF, the
most controversial provisions in the legislation
were those that sharply restricted welfare for
noncitizens. When legislation on welfare for
aliens was first enacted by Congress in the
1880s, the legislative text made it clear that no
alien should be admitted to the U.S. if immigra-
tion officials thought the alien could become a
public charge. Moreover, if aliens did become a
public charge, they were subject to deportation.
Even so, along with the striking growth of welfare
programs in the 1960s and 1970s, aliens began
to qualify for welfare. The goal of Republicans
who sponsored the 1996 welfare reform legisla-
tion was to return welfare policy on aliens to its
roots in which the underlying presumption was
that aliens should not receive welfare. Thus, the
1996 legislation all but eliminated welfare for the
first 5 years after aliens entered the country and
made access difficult even after the fifth year.
Although Congress modified the alien provisions
in 1997 so that aliens already receiving SSI and
some who would become eligible in the future
could receive benefits, the five-year ban on wel-
fare for all aliens who enter the U.S. after Aug.
22, 1996 was maintained. Even after 5 years,
aliens are still banned from receiving SSI and
food stamps, although states may at their discre-
tion allow aliens to qualify for benefits under the
TANF, Medicaid, and Social Services Block
Grant (Title XX) programs. There are a number
of exceptions to the five-year ban, such as emer-
gency medical assistance, disaster relief, and
assistance for abused children. In addition, aliens
continue to be eligible for means-tested educa-
tion and training programs so that they have the
opportunity to improve their marketable skills
and maintain self-sufficiency. Once aliens
become citizens, they qualify for welfare on the
same basis as any other citizen. Refugees con-
tinue to be eligible for welfare benefits, although
their eligibility ends once they have been in the
country for seven years, the approximate amount
of time required to become a citizen.

Child Care The child care provisions of the
1996 law were straightforward and relatively non-
controversial. The first major change was that
several programs that provided child care for low-
income and welfare families were terminated in
favor of increased funding for the Child Care and
Development Block (CCDBG) grant, a program



that provided states with greater flexibility in
funding child care for low-income families. This
reform had the effect of simplifying state admin-
istration of child care by allowing states to run a
single program that covered all poor and low-
income families, including those leaving welfare.
The second major reform was to increase total
child care funding by around $4.5 billion over 6
years. Finally, states were given even more flexi-
bility in funding child care by provisions that
allowed them to spend money from the TANF
block grant on child care or to transfer funds
from the TANF block grant into the CCDBG to
spend on child care. By 2000 states had about $4
billion in combined federal funds from the
CCDBG and transferred from TANF to help poor
and low-income working families purchase child
care. By contrast, in 1997 states had only about
$2 billion of federal child care funds to help
these families.

Reducing Nonmarital Births  Each of the provi-
sions outlined above was contained in a separate
title of the 1996 legislation. However, the law
also contained a host of provisions designed to
reduce nonmarital births that were found in sev-
eral titles of the law. President Clinton and
Congressional Republicans agreed that nonmari-
tal births were a major social problem for the
nation and even that the high level of such births
was a motor driving many other social problems
such as welfare use, delinquency and crime,
poor school performance, and illegitimacy in

subsequent generations. Many influential
Republican policy intellectuals and conservative
members of Congress, such as Rep. Jim Talent
(R-Missouri) and Sen. Lauch Faircloth (R-North
Carolina), argued that unless something were
done about nonmarital births, the emphasis on
work, even if successful, would make little differ-
ence in the long run. In the absence of Senate
support for mandating the measures most
favored by social conservatives to reduce non-
marital births (a ban on cash payments to
unmarried teen mothers and a ban on additional
payments for children conceived or born while a
mother was receiving welfare payments, other-
wise known as the family cap), Republicans
decided to throw in virtually any provision that
might reduce nonmarital births. The most
important measures were the illegitimacy bonus
given to states that achieved a reduction in their
nonmarital birth rate, a grant program for every
state designed to teach children that sexual
abstinence was the expected standard for youth,
mandatory paternity establishment requirements
in the child support program, and an explicit
state option to impose family caps.

Child Nutrition The major change in this sec-
tion of the 1996 law lowered the cost of the
program providing nutrition aid to family day
care facilities by reducing subsidies for homes
not located in low-income areas or not run by a
low-income provider. The reforms also reduced
the federal subsidy for the summer food service
programs, changed the “rounding rules” in child
nutrition programs, ended the program of grants
for expanding school breakfast and summer food
service programs, and provided more flexibility to
state and local child nutrition providers.

Food Stamps Considered the most extensive
food stamp reforms since 1977, the 1996 welfare
reform law expanded state options and control of
food stamps, especially by allowing states to
operate a simplified program that permits coordi-
nation with TANF rules. The 1996 reforms also
strengthened work requirements for 18-50 year
old recipients without dependents, tightened
financial eligibility tests, greatly restricted eligi-
bility for aliens, reduced the basic food stamp
benefit across the board by about 3 percent,
increased the penalties for fraud, and expanded
the use of electronic cards to deliver food stamp
benefits.
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“The welfare rolls have
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ing, and poverty has

dropped substantially.”
The views expressed

in this Welfare

Reform & Beyond

Policy Brief are those

of the authors and

are not necessarily

those of the trustees,

officers, or other staff

members of the

Brookings

Institution.  

Copyright © 2001

The Brookings

Institution



1 11775 Massachusetts Ave. N.W. • Washington, DC 20036-2188 • Tel: 202.797.6105 • www.brookings.edu/wrb

Provision

Basic TANF Grant

Illegitimacy Bonus

Performance Bonus

Population and
Poverty Adjustor

Contingency Fund

Indian Tribes

Territories

Loan Fund

Medicaid for Families
Leaving Welfare

Additional Medicaid
Administrative Costs

Research: Census
Bureau

Research by HHS on
effects, costs, and
benefits of state
TANF programs

Description

Block grant to states to help needy
children, to reduce nonmarital
births, and for other purposes

Bonus grant to reward up to five
states for greatest reduction in 
out-of-wedlock birth rates

Bonus grant to reward high per-
formance by states for attaining
goals of TANF

Supplemental grants for 17 qualify-
ing states with above-average
population growth and low welfare
spending per poor person

Matching grants for needy states 

Grants for Indian Tribes

Grants to territories for TANF, fos-
ter care, adoption assistance
programs, and other programs

Interest-bearing loans for state 
welfare programs

Federal payments for families leav-
ing welfare be given up to 12
months of Medicaid 

Funds provided to compensate for
increased costs of computing
Medicaid eligibility

Census Bureau study to evaluate
impact of TANF on national sam-
ple of low-income families

Funds for DHHS to use to evaluate
and conduct research on welfare
reform

Funding

$16.5 billion annually, 
FY1996-FY2002

$100 million annually, 
FY1999-FY2002

$1 billion for FY1999-FY2003;
Average annual bonus grants
are $200 million

Up to a total of $800 million for
FY1998-FY2001

$2 billion for FY1997-FY2001. 

$7.6 million annually, 
FY1997-FY2002

About $116 million, FY1997-
FY2002, for TANF, Title IV-E,
and aid to the aged and disabled

Total amount of loans outstand-
ing may not exceed $1.7 billion

About $.5 billion per year

$500 million total without 
fiscal year limit 

$10 million annually, FY1996-
FY2002 (plus supplementals)

$15 million annually, 
FY1997-FY2002 

In Baseline?

Yes 

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

N/A

Yes

No

No

No

Appendix Table 1
Overview of TANF Provisions for Reauthorization

Note: If TANF provision is in the baseline, then Congress will not need to find a funding mechanism (either a
tax increase or a program cut) to reauthorize the provision. If funding is not in the baseline, Congress must
find a funding mechanism. For example, if Congress decides to reauthorize the Census Bureau study for five
years, it will need to find $50 million in funding offsets.
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An initial set of policy briefs in this
series will focus on a detailed assess-
ment of the record of welfare reform.
Topics and authors for these briefs
include:

• Reducing Poverty and Increasing 
Family Income—Ron Haskins and
Wendell Primus

• Is Devolution Working?—Tom Gais
and Kent Weaver

• Changing Welfare Offices—Irene Lurie 
• Encouraging Family Formation—

Paul Offner
• Reducing Dependency: Caseload

Declines and Employment by Former
Recipients—Robert Moffitt

• Improving Outcomes for Children—
Greg Duncan and Pamela Morris

Later briefs will focus on specific 
reauthorization issues. A partial list 
of topics includes:

• Should the overall funding level and 
distribution of TANF funds among
states be altered? 

• Are there policies that can promote 
marriage and reduce teen and out-of-
wedlock child-bearing?

• Can and should policies help a 
low-wage worker support a family?

• Is there enough child care of ade-
quate quality?

• How should immigrants be treated 
under federal benefit programs? 

• Is there sufficient access to health 
care and food stamps?

• What should be done about the 
hard-to-employ?

• Will the safety net hold during a 
recession? 

• Should federally imposed time limits
and sanction policies be continued 
or changed?

• Are the recent reforms to SSI for 
Children working?

• Should there be more support for 
job training, job retention and job
advancement?

This and future Welfare Reform & Beyond Policy Briefs are also posted on the 
World Wide Web and linked from the Brookings home page at

www.brookings.edu/wrb
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