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The goal of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program is to move families from 
dependence on government assistance to economic self-sufficiency by providing participants with 
temporary cash assistance for basic needs, subsidized child care and employment/employability 
supports. Since TANF is administered as a federal block grant program, Florida has flexibility in the 
allocation of funds to permissible purposes. However, this flexibility has led to the growing 
diversion of funds to programs and services that are outside of TANF’s core welfare reform 
activities, resulting in fewer resources being allocated for services that would help families become 
economically self-sufficient. This dynamic is important to understand as the federal government 
moves to reduce support for other programs meant to assist struggling families and restructure 
them into block grants. 
 

1- Overview, Background and Data Sources 
1.1 Overview of TANF in Florida  
 
Congress created the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant through the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 as part of a federal 
effort to reform welfare. This restructuring from entitlement to block grant was intended to 
provide a safety net for families with children in the form of temporary cash assistance to meet 
basic needs.  While receiving TANF assistance, recipients were expected to prepare for and seek 
employment with the help of local assistance.  The long-term goal was to provide supports 
necessary to move people from unemployment or underemployment to jobs that enable 
economic self-sufficiency.   
 
More than 20 years after the implementation of welfare reform, the promises of TANF have not 
been fulfilled in Florida. Many families are still struggling to make ends meet. The 
unemployment rate, which measures the number of people who are able, willing and actively 
looking for work but who have not found a job, has been above the nation’s average for the last 
several years, despite a declining trend.  

 
As of May 2017, the state unemployment rate dropped to 4.3 percent, equal to the national 
average, reflecting the state’s growing economy.  However, since the economic recovery has 
been uneven, millions of Floridians are still struggling to afford basic needs. TANF was supposed 
to provide relief to struggling families. The program has failed in delivering its much-touted 
promise of transitioning families from welfare to work.  
 
 
 
 

“TANF cash assistance reached only 11 of every 100 eligible families in 2015, compared to 
55 of every 100 eligible families in 1996.” 
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Currently in Florida:  
 

• The state spends a substantial share of its federal and state TANF money on child 
welfare services, which is not one of the core purposes of the program, leaving fewer 
resources for safety net support for needy families in the form of cash assistance and for 
work and work support activities. 
 

• TANF cash assistance reached only 11 of every 100 eligible families in 2015, compared 
to 55 of every 100 eligible families in 1996. This is below the national average, which 
was 23 of every 100 eligible families in 2015 and 68 of every 100 eligible families in 
1996. 
 

• As of 2015, only 12.3 percent of TANF cases result in employment. Florida has never 
spent very much of its federal and state TANF funds on work and work-related activities. 
Thus, welfare reform’s promise of a welfare-to-work transition has not been fulfilled.  
 

• TANF program eligibility requirements are very restrictive, resulting in a declining 
caseload.  

 

• TANF block grant funding has not been adjusted for inflation by the federal government 
since inception, resulting in a reduction of approximately one-third of the assistance’s 
value.  

 
Florida’s TANF program should better support the grant’s core purpose, moving families from 
dependence to employment and providing needed cash assistance in the meantime. To the 
extent that the state allocates its TANF funds strategically to support Floridians as they 
transition from unemployment and underemployment to self-sufficiency, the state’s 
investment in its people repays itself multifold over a lifetime of economic contributions. 
 

1.2 Background: TANF Goals and Spending  
 
States can use TANF funds to meet any of the four broad overarching goals delineated in the 
1996 law:1  
 

• Provide assistance to needy families so that children may be cared for in their own 
homes or in the homes of relatives. 
 

• End the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job 
preparation, work and marriage. 

 

• Prevent and reduce the incidence of out of wedlock pregnancies and establish annual 
numerical goals of preventing and reducing the incidence of these pregnancies. 
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• Encourage the formation and maintenance of two parent families. 
 
States use TANF funds for a variety of services and supports, including: cash assistance, such as 
wage supplements for working poor families and cash supplements to the unemployed; child 
care; education and job training; transportation; aid to children at risk of abuse and neglect; 
and a variety of other services. Since the TANF goals are broad, states have been able to use 
funds for purposes other than providing a safety net and connecting families to work, by 
allowing for the transfer of welfare reform funds to programs and services (such as child 
welfare services) that were not contemplated in the 1996 law. As a result, some states, 
including Florida, use a substantial share of funding for services and programs not 
contemplated by TANF when it was first enacted.2   
 
Florida receives $562.3 million annually in federal funds under the TANF block grant.3  The state 
is required to spend a minimum amount of its own funds as part of TANF’s “maintenance-of-
effort” (MOE) requirement. Florida must annually contribute at least $368.4 million to meet the 
MOE requirement. 
 

1.3 Data Sources/Methodology 
 
The TANF/MOE spending data analysis, including the graphs and charts in this report, are based 
on the state’s legislative appropriation history for the program (FY 2008 to FY 2016). The data 
was provided by the Department of Children and Families (DCF). The TANF caseload chart is 
based on Social Services Estimating Conference data from the Office of Economic and 
Demographic Research.  
 
Additionally, reference to the state’s latest year of actual TANF spending data (FY 2015) is 
necessary in order to compare it to the nation’s average. The Florida Policy Institute analyzed 
direct appropriations on four services under the program: cash assistance, also called basic 
assistance; child care services; work and work support activities, and child welfare services. The 
Institute also considered TANF discretionary transfers made to the Child Care Development 
Grant Fund for Child Care Services and Social Services Block Grant Fund for Child Welfare 
Services.  
 
Even though there is no federal rule defining what constitutes core TANF activities, the Institute 
applied the definition that most closely adheres to the overriding purpose of the program, 
categorizing cash assistance, work and work support activities and child care services as core 
welfare reform areas and activities, those which connect struggling families to work and 
provide safety net support in the meantime. Any other elements of TANF, such as child welfare 
services, the Institute considers as non-core areas. From the non-core areas, the Institute 
selected child welfare because Florida spends a large share of its TANF dollars on these 
services. 
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2- How is Florida Spending TANF Dollars? 
 
In FY 2016, Florida’s spending on TANF in state and federal funds was $968 million.4 The data 
demonstrate that Florida is spending a decreasing share of TANF and MOE funding on core 
welfare reform areas in comparison with non-core TANF program areas particularly child 
welfare services.  
 
The chart below shows the combined TANF spending in Florida in 2016, illustrating the way in 
which the state spent its funding in the following areas:  
 

• Cash assistance, also called basic assistance, is any benefit to a family that comes in the 
form of cash, vouchers or payments that help meet ongoing, basic needs such as rent, 
utility payments or groceries. The amount of temporary cash assistance received by a 
family depends on family size and available resources.  
 

• Work-related activities and supports include core activities such as subsidized and 
unsubsidized employment, job search and readiness activities, on the job training and 
vocational educational training. They also include employability training and education 
that leads to the receipt of a GED or high school diploma.  

 

• Child care services include subsidies to offset child care expenses.  
 

• Child welfare services is one of the non-core welfare reform activities of TANF. It 
includes services such as the prevention of child neglect, abuse and abandonment. It 
also provides services to ensure secure and safe custody for children within state’s child 
welfare system, including foster children.  

 

• Other Support include the state’s spending on TANF program management and 
eligibility determination, information technology, Prepaid Tuition Scholarship and the 
non-custodial parent program.  
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As the chart shows, the state’s support for cash assistance and work and work support services 
is significantly lower than its support for child welfare services.  
 
Accordingly: 
 

• Only $159 million, or 17 percent, of TANF/MOE funds were spent on cash assistance5 for 
low-income Floridians, who need the funds to cover basic needs such as paying for rent 
and utilities.  
 

• Only 58.4 million, or 6 percent, of TANF/MOE were spent on work- and work-support 
activities to help families move away from welfare and become economically self-
sufficient on a permanent basis.  

 

• In contrast, the state spent $371 million, 38 percent, of its TANF/MOE money on child 
welfare services.  State spending on child welfare services is not prohibited under TANF. 
However, the use of TANF funds for non-core activities reduces the funding available for 
core welfare reform activities such as cash assistance, work activities and work supports.  

 
The state has an obligation to investigate child abuse and neglect issues and provide the 
required support services to its children, but using TANF/MOE funds meant for welfare reform 
to fund these services rather than investing its own state funds leaves fewer dollars to be 
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available to fund core welfare activities that help transition families from public assistance to 
self-sufficiency.  
 

2.1 How Has Florida Been Spending TANF Dollars Over the Last Eight Years? 
 
Florida has been spending a decreasing share of its TANF/MOE dollars on core welfare reform 
activities. The state has been using an increasing share its TANF dollars for child welfare 
services.  
 
The section below provides analysis of how Florida spent TANF/MOE dollars on the three core 
TANF welfare reform activities and on child welfare services, a non-core element of TANF.  
 

2.1.1 Cash Assistance 

Cash assistance is provided to fewer and fewer needy families despite pervasive poverty and deep 
poverty in the state 
 
In 2015, Florida’s actual federal and state spending for cash assistance was $177.2 million, or 18 
percent, of TANF spending.6 The national average for cash assistance was 25 percent.  
 
Florida law caps cash assistance at 48 months, excluding exemptions for specified hardships.7 
Hardships could include dealing with significant barriers to employment such as a temporary or 
permanent disability that affects work force participation.8  
 
In Florida, a family of three with no other income would be eligible for a monthly maximum of 
$303 in cash assistance. There are three fundamental problems with this maximum monthly 
benefit level:   
 

• The benefit level is less than 20 percent of the federal poverty level for a family of three, 
i.e., $20,420 per year or $1,701.6 per month, in 2017.  
 

• The maximum benefit amount has lost about one-third of its inflation-adjusted value 
since 1996.9 

 

• The benefit level does not cover the cost of housing, which is one of the most 
unaffordable items in Florida. Accordingly, the benefit level is less than half of the rising 
statewide median Fair Market Rent value, which was $1,038 for a two-bedroom 
apartment in 2016.10  As an example, a two-bed room apartment cost $1,003 in the 
Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford metropolitan areas in 2016.11 
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Florida’s cash assistance support declined right after the end of the recession, even though 
Florida’s poverty level has remained higher than the national average.12 
 
The economic recovery has been slow and uneven, and 44 percent of Florida households, 3.3 
million, still struggle to make ends meet.13 The welfare-to-work focus of the benefit program is 
intended to deter long-term dependency, but the combination of eligibility and duration 
limitations render the benefits unavailable to Floridians who would otherwise be helped by 
cash assistance. This means that working parents can quickly become ineligible for assistance at 
very low earning levels, resulting in a continuous struggle to make ends meet.  
 
In fact, the TANF cash assistance caseload increased only modestly right after the end of the 
recession (FY 2009-2010), and has fallen consistently since then, despite the state’s above-
average unemployment rate during most of those years. As of May 2017, the unemployment 
rate of the state become even with the national average. The restrictive duration of cash 
assistance support and onerous program work requirements for families contributed to the 
decline in caseload.  
 
The graph below shows the caseload trend of temporary cash assistance in Florida, which 
includes all four Temporary Cash Assistance (TCA) eligible categories: relative caregiver, child-
only cases, families with an adult and unemployed parents. 
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In 2015, only 11 of every 100 eligible Florida families with children received cash assistance, 
compared with 55 of every 100 eligible families in 1996.14 Florida’s TANF-to-poverty ratio was 
one of the lowest in the nation in 2015. This metric, the TANF-to-poverty ratio, gives a state-by-
state annual measure of how many needy families are reached by TANF cash assistance.   
 
Nationally, only 23 out of every 100 eligible families with children received cash assistance in 
2015. In contrast, right after TANF’s enactment in 1996, 68 of every 100 eligible families 
received cash assistance through the block grant program.15  
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The rapidly shrinking number of people in Florida receiving cash assistance has not coincided 
with decreasing poverty rates. In 2015, nearly one in four Floridians, including more than 
900,000 children, lived below the poverty line.16  Of the children living in poverty, more than 35 
percent are living in deep poverty with an annual income of less than $10,210 for a family of 
three.17 The sharp and continued drop in cash assistance is one of the major drivers behind 
increasing deep poverty across the nation.18   
 
The graph below shows that — despite a declining trend — the number of Florida families living 
in deep poverty has been higher than the national average since the end of the recession. 
Currently, the official poverty level for a family of three is $20,420. 
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The state must reassess where federal TANF funds and state MOE money should be invested to 
better serve the vulnerable residents of the state. Better allocation of these funds would 
enhance the fiscal health of the state in the long run as more families move away from welfare 
to work. Left unaddressed, the problem will only continue, exacting huge economic and social 
costs to Floridians while making the state less attractive and competitive at the national and 
international level.  
 

2.1.2 Work Activities and Work Support   

Employment services for TANF recipients remain underfunded 

 
In 2015, the state spent $47.3 million of appropriated support of $58.4 million on TANF/MOE 
dollars for work activities. This contrasts with the state’s $270 million TANF/MOE spending for 
child welfare services in the same year. This state’s spending on work activities is ranked as 
34th in the nation.  The state has also spent $3.4 million on work supports in 2015. 
 
One pillar of welfare reform is to transition families from welfare to permanent economic self-
sufficiency. The Department of Economic Opportunity, through CareerSource Florida, provides 
employment services for the Welfare Transition Program, through which participants receive a 
wide range of employment and employability services.  
 
Cash assistance recipients are required to participate in employment programs and 
employment support activities. This includes education and training, transportation to job 
interviews, resume preparation, interview preparation, subsidies to employers, hiring fairs and 
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employability coaching. Yet, as the graph below shows, the state is providing little of its TANF 
funds to help improve recipients’ employability. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Funding for TANF work and work support activities was stable at the height of the economic 
recession (2008-2010), followed by a marked increase in 2011, but declined, then flattened out  
at almost $60 million in 2013 and thereafter. Florida’s unemployment rate – 4.3 percent as of 
May 201719—is now even with the national average after nearly a decade,20 signifying the fact 
that while there is a clear reduction in the number of unemployed residents, more people are 
still actively looking for work but have been unsuccessful.  TANF could be of help to those 
families who are eligible for the program. 
 

Research has shown that, over time, welfare reform has largely been unsuccessful at 
connecting low income adults with employment that results in economic self-sufficiency. There 
are not enough jobs that pay wages that can sustain a family at the bottom of the labor 
market.21 Participants primarily find employment in low-wage jobs, earning more than 
minimum wage, yet living below the poverty line.22 For example, a full-time job that pays $10 
per hour totals $20,800 in gross income per year.  
 
In Florida, only 12.3 percent of closed TANF cases resulted from employment in 2015. This 
figure is below the national average of 17 percent.23 Across the nation, the massive loss of 
sustainable jobs, stagnant wages, the growth of part-time work, enduring gender and racial 

“In Florida, only 12.3 percent of closed TANF cases resulted from employment in 2015.” 
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discrimination and wage theft make rising out of poverty enormously difficult for families.24 The 
challenges for TANF families could not be any greater. Many of them lack the required 
educational credentials and have employment barriers of some kind that would expose them to 
job and economic insecurities.  
 
Florida should increase its investments in connecting low-income parents to work and training 
opportunities.  This includes not only investments geared to recipients of TANF cash assistance 
but also to other low-income youth and adults in the state. Overall, there were 58,448 single 
mothers in Florida who were not employed in 2015.  TANF cash assistance recipients represent 
a small portion of them. 
  
As noted, TANF cash assistance reaches few eligible families -- only 11 of every 100.  And this 
statistic understates how few adults (roughly 11,000 as of February 2017) receive cash 
assistance from TANF in Florida.  Given the small number of Florida adults on TANF, only a few 
thousand adults are served in training and work-preparation programs each month.25  Florida 
should increase its investments in work programs for cash assistance recipients, and better 
target theses resources to provide the education and training needed for today’s labor market. 
In that way, families would move away from welfare to work on a permanent basis. 
 

2.1.3 Child Care Services 

Florida’s child care needs exceed available funding.  

  
In 2015, Florida spent $329.3 million, 33.3 percent, of its TANF/MOE dollars on child care 
services, more than the national average of 16.9 percent. However, demand for child care 
services exceeds the funding level, requiring the state to increase the support level for these 
services. One of the most significant barriers to employment for parents of young children is 
the cost of child care.  
 
Despite this, Florida’s TANF spending on child care services has declined by $30.1 million, or 8.2 
percent, since 2008. Florida has low income limits to qualify for child care assistance.26  
 
The income limit to qualify for child care assistance is 150 percent of the federal poverty level 
($36,900 a year for a family of four in 2017).  Eligible families exceeded the availability of child 
care openings in early 2016, resulting in a waiting list of over 25,000 children in Florida.  
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Lack of access to adequate and affordable child care services could significantly hinder low-
income families’ ability to work and become economically independent. Child care costs are 
one of the highest and most unaffordable expenses for low-income families in the state,27 
limiting the ability of low-income families to make ends meet. The state should provide 
adequate support to coincide with the rising cost of child care services so that families can 
effectively work their way out of poverty and become economically self-sufficient.  

 

Research shows that providing child care supports for struggling parents at early stages in 
children’s lives, particularly birth to five years, has a life-cycle of benefits for both parents and 
children. Quality, affordable child care for low-income families has a range of positive long-term 
payoffs for both parents and children. It leads to increased parental earned income as result of 
subsidized child care, and paves the way to a successful adulthood, with lower crime rates, 
better economic mobility and improved health and quality of life.28  
 

2.1.4 Child Welfare Services  

Florida’s increasing diversion of TANF funding for child welfare services reduces the resources 
available and needed for core welfare reform activities 

 
In 2015, Florida’s actual spending of TANF/MOE money on child welfare services constituted 
27.3 percent ($270 million) of its overall TANF/MOE funds, exceeding the national average of 
7.3 percent.  The state’s spending on child welfare programs and services is the 5th highest in 
the nation, signifying the fact that Florida is using much of its TANF money on non-core 
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programs and services that were never contemplated by the welfare reform law. In contrast, in 
the same year the state spent only $47.3 million on work activities.  
  
Child welfare services, intended to prevent child abuse and neglect, include foster care 
placements for children whose safety and custody is best served in a foster environment. TANF 
funds used in this category go to Child Protective Investigations carried out under the 
Department of Children and Families (DCF), which includes services such as prevention of child 
abuse and neglect cases and assisting children removed from their parents’ custody by a state 
court and placed in foster care.29  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because TANF funds are diverted for non-core services such as child welfare services, the state 
is serving fewer and fewer families with TANF cash assistance and programs designed to 
transition them to the workforce, the core purposes of the program.  This dynamic has occurred 
in other states as well and is seen to accompany the flexibility given under block grant 
programs. States use flexible funding to supplant their own funding previously dedicated to 
non-core services, decreasing overall funding for supportive services.  This dynamic is 
particularly important to note in the context of proposals at the federal level to block grant 
other safety net programs, including Medicaid. 

Proponents of block granting argue that it gives states the flexibility to administer the program 
and achieve the four statutorily mandated objectives of TANF. However, the state’s funding 
trend clearly shows that years of disinvestment in core welfare provisions is not an effective 
strategy to help families out of poverty.  
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Florida’s lawmakers must reassess the state’s welfare spending under TANF to make sure that 
the state supports the purpose of the 1996 welfare reform legislation. Funding should be 
targeted at services that enable families to become economically self-sufficient. Other 
important priorities such as the child welfare services must be supported through separate 
funding. 
 
TANF should not serve as a slush fund for states to meet their budget needs.  
 
Flexibility in allocating TANF funding should not distract policymakers from focusing on the core 
objectives of welfare reform - effectively transitioning families from welfare to work through 
adequate work and work support programs while providing temporary cash assistance for 
immediate needs. This objective will not be realized unless the state is committed to invest an 
increasing share of TANF money for welfare reform activities aimed at achieving individual self-
sufficiency. The state can do a better job supporting the original purpose of TANF, which is 
providing an adequate safety net and connecting families to work. 

3- What’s Next? 
 
Creating widespread, inclusive and sustainable economic opportunity and prosperity in Florida 
requires making a strategic and targeted public investment through which the state can 
maximize its human resources.  Florida’s low-income families can remain stable and move 
towards long-term economic self-sufficiency and stability if the state’s policymakers 
strategically prioritize and provide adequate and effective supports for TANF’s core services.  
 

 
 
When they are effectively and adequately funded, cash assistance, child care subsidies and 
work programs can be an excellent vehicle for low-income families to get a foothold in today’s 
economy so they can support their children and their future. Child care allows families to work; 
education and training programs prepare participating families for the skill demands of today 
and the future; and temporary cash assistance covers basic needs such as rent and utility 
payments.  
 
An estimated 63 percent of job openings will require at least some postsecondary education by 
2018,30 which should inform innovative and effective state welfare-to-work programs. 
Particularly, the state should increase the TANF funds needed to pay for supports such as 
transportation or textbook expenses for TANF participants involved in education and training 
through the program.  
 
Families can move from government support to economic independence if the state funds 
TANF programs consistent with core program goals and at a level sufficient to reach more 

“TANF should not serve as a slush fund for states to meet their budget needs.” 
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participants. Cash assistance payments should be sufficient to protect families from severe 
deprivation. Child care should be accessible and high quality so that children can enter early 
childhood education on par with their higher income peers and parents can enter the 
workforce. High quality, efficient work programs should be accessible, flexible and supportive in 
helping Floridians find employment that supports economic self-sufficiency.   

4- Recommendations 
 
If Florida wants TANF participants to make an effective transition from welfare to economic 
self-sufficiency, lawmakers should: 
 

• Invest more in innovative, effective, and flexible work, training and education programs 
through which TANF participants can find sustainable employment. 
 

• Enhance the reach of Temporary Cash Assistance to the millions of Floridians living in 
poverty and deep poverty who are struggling to cover basic expenses such as rent and 
utility payments. 

 

• Adjust the benefit levels of the Temporary Cash Assistance every year to keep up with 
inflation. The state should also increase the benefit levels immediately to make up some 
of the ground lost over the last 20 years. 

 
o For example: In 1996, the first year of the TANF program the benefit was $288 

dollars per month.  This figure reflects 27 percent of the poverty level in that 
year.  If Florida were to set the level in 2017 to the same percentage of the 
poverty level, the monthly assistance would need to be $459, an increase of 51.5 
percent from the current payment of $303. 

 

• Increase child care services through TANF, over time, to a level that eliminates the need 
for a waiting list. 

 

• Dedicate a substantial portion of TANF funding to programs and services that would 
advance the fundamental purpose of TANF. This requires the state to invest more on work 
and work support programs and child care, and provide families with temporary cash 
assistance that would help them cover their daily living costs, such as paying for rent or 
utilities, until they are connected to good paying jobs. 
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