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Overview 

One of the most controversial features of the 1990s welfare reforms was the imposition of time limits on benefit 
receipt. Time limits became a central feature of federal policy in the landmark 1996 welfare law, which created 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant. The law prohibits states from using federal 
TANF funds to assist most families for more than 60 months. Under contract to the Administration for Children 
and Families (ACF) in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, The Lewin Group and MDRC have 
conducted a comprehensive review of what has been learned about time limits. The review, which updates a 2002 
study, includes analysis of administrative data reported by states to ACF, visits to several states, and a literature 
review. The update is timely because most states now have several years’ experience with time limits.  

Federal law affords states great flexibility in setting time-limit policies. The federal 60-month limit does not 
apply to state-funded benefits; also, states may use federal TANF funds to support up to 20 percent of the  
caseload beyond 60 months. Thus, states may set a 60-month time limit, a shorter limit, or no time limit, and 
they may choose to exempt families from time limits. Not surprisingly, time-limit policies vary dramatically 
from state to state. Other key findings from the study include: 

• Nationally, a large proportion of TANF households are not subject to time limits, but time limits 
play a key role in some states. About 44 percent of TANF households are not subject to federal or 
state time limits because they are “child-only cases” –– typically, children living with a relative or fami-
lies in which the parent is not eligible for benefits. In addition, about half of TANF families live in states 
that rarely or never close families’ cases because of time limits. On the other hand, a quarter of TANF 
families live in states that usually terminate benefits after 60 months, and nearly as many are in states 
with shorter limits. 

• Nationally, at least a quarter million TANF cases have been closed due to reaching a time limit since 
1996, although about one-third of these closures have occurred in New York, which routinely trans-
fers cases to a state and locally funded program that provides the same amount of benefits as 
TANF. Most other states do not routinely provide such post-time-limit assistance. It is important to note 
that time-limit closures account for only 2 to 3 percent of all closures in a typical month. Recipients whose 
cases are closed due to time limits differ from other welfare leavers in key ways; for example, they are less 
likely to have a high school diploma and are more likely to live in subsidized housing. 

• Many of the families whose TANF cases were closed due to time limits are struggling financially 
and report being worse off than they were while on welfare. Several state surveys have found that 
many families whose cases were closed due to time limits are experiencing material hardships and are 
still relying heavily on other forms of public assistance, such as food stamps. However, it is not clear 
that families who left TANF because of time limits are struggling more than other welfare leavers, most 
of whom remain poor as well.  

Overall, it appears that time limits have not generated as much attention or hardship as some predicted. This is 
in part because several large states do not have stringent time-limit policies; also, other policies –– such as 
stricter penalties for noncompliance with work requirements –– affect more families. Nevertheless, it is impor-
tant to keep following the story of time limits, especially as states redesign their programs in response to the 
reauthorization of TANF in 2005.  
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Glossary 

AFDC; Aid to Families with Dependent Children: Established by the Social Security Act of 
1935, a grant program to enable states to provide cash welfare payments for needy families. 
State expenditures were matched by the federal government on an open-ended basis. States de-
fined “need,” set their own benefit levels, established (within federal limitations) income and 
resource limits, and administered the program or supervised its administration. This program 
was replaced by the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. Also see 
“TANF.” 

child-only families: Families in which only the children, and not the adults, are included in the 
TANF assistance unit. 

commingled funds: State funds that are expended within the TANF program and are commin-
gled with federal funds. These expenditures may count toward both the state’s maintenance-of-
effort (MOE) funds and its Contingency Fund MOE. Commingled funds are subject to the fed-
eral TANF rules. Also see “segregated funds.” 

Contingency Fund: A source of funds states may request and receive when unfavorable eco-
nomic conditions threaten their ability to operate their TANF program. To qualify for contin-
gency funding, a state must meet and exceed the Contingency Fund MOE requirement. Also see 
“Contingency Fund maintenance of effort (MOE)” and “state MOE funds.” 

Contingency Fund maintenance of effort (MOE): The requirement that, in order to be eligi-
ble for contingency funding for TANF administration, states must spend at least 100 percent of 
the amount that they spent for Fiscal Year 1994 on AFDC and AFDC-related programs. 

earned income disregard: The amount of wages or salary income that is not taken into account 
when determining eligibility for TANF benefits. 

exemption from the time limit: A circumstance under which a month of TANF assistance does 
not count toward a family’s time limit on benefits. 

experimental study: A study in which clients are randomly assigned to treatment and control 
groups in order to test the impacts of policy interventions. Because the clients are randomly di-
vided between the groups and implicitly create equivalent cohorts, any impacts experienced by 
the treatment group in relation to the control group can be attributed to the policy intervention. 

extension of the time limit: A circumstance under which TANF assistance may be continued 
even though a family has reached their time limit on benefits. 

federal time limit: A lifetime limit of 60 months of federal TANF assistance for most families 
with an adult recipient. 

lifetime time limit: A state or federal time limit that permanently terminates or reduces a fami-
ly’s TANF grant. 
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non-TANF assistance: Assistance funded not with federal TANF dollars but with state MOE 
funds provided through a separate state program (SSP). Individuals in such programs are not 
subject to the federal time limits or to rules about child support assignment. Until October 2006, 
such families were not included in calculations of the work participation rate. Also see “separate 
state program.” 

periodic time limit: A time limit that terminates or reduces TANF benefits for a fixed period, 
after which regular assistance can again be provided. For example, a state may limit benefits to 
24 months in a 60-month period. Also see “reduction time limit” and “termination time limit.” 

random assignment study: See “experimental study.” 

reach the time limit: A circumstance under which a family has accumulated the allotted 
months of TANF assistance (that is, has accumulated countable months of assistance equal to 
the time limit). 

reduction time limit: A time limit that results in the reduction of a family’s welfare benefits, 
usually by removing the adult from the grant calculation. 

sanctions for noncompliance with work activities: The financial penalties imposed on fami-
lies who refuse, without good cause, to participate in work activities. State sanctioning policies 
vary and range from partial sanctions, which reduce the grant amount, to full-family sanctions, 
which terminate cash assistance to the entire family. 

segregated funds: State funds expended within the TANF program that are segregated and not 
commingled with federal funds. Such expenditures count for the purposes of both TANF MOE 
and Contingency Fund MOE. They are not subject to the TANF requirements that apply only to 
federal funds (including time limits). Also see “commingled funds.” 

separate state program (SSP): A program using MOE funds without any TANF funds. Ex-
penditures on SSPs can help states meet the MOE requirement, but the federal time-limit policy 
does not apply. Also see “non-TANF assistance.” 

solely state-funded (SSF) program: A program using state funds to provide non-TANF assistance 
that is not reported as MOE. States began implementing SSF programs after changes were made to 
the TANF program in the Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) of 2005 that effectively increased the work 
participation rate that states were required to meet and began counting families receiving assistance 
through an SSP in the work participation calculation. Also see “separate state program.” 

state MOE funds: Expenditures of state funds that count toward the maintenance-of-effort 
(MOE) requirement. Under the basic MOE requirement, states must spend 80 percent of Fiscal 
Year 1994 spending (75 percent, if they meet work participation requirements) on qualified 
state expenditures to eligible families. 

state waivers: Waivers received under the former AFDC program that authorized the state to 
test a variety of welfare reform strategies. To the extent that the TANF time limit is inconsistent 
with the state’s waiver time limit, the state has been allowed to follow its waiver policy rather 
than the TANF policy, until the expiration of the waiver.  
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TANF; Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: A federal block grant created by the 1996 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) to be used by 
states to meet any of the four purposes set out in federal law: (1) to provide assistance to needy 
families with children so that children can be cared for in their own homes or in the homes of 
relatives; (2) to end the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job 
preparation, work, and marriage; (3) to prevent and reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancies; and (4) 
to encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families. Also see “AFDC.” 

TANF assistance: Cash payments, vouchers, and other forms of benefits paid for with TANF 
funds and designed to meet a family’s ongoing basic needs (that is, for food, clothing, shelter, 
utilities, household goods, personal care items, and general incidental expenses), including sup-
portive services such as transportation and child care provided to families who are not em-
ployed. Some TANF requirements –– the assignment of a recipient’s child support to the state, 
work participation, and data collection on recipient families –– apply when federal TANF or 
state MOE funds pay for “assistance” provided under the TANF program. Other TANF re-
quirements –– including the 60-month time limit and teen parent restrictions –– apply only 
when federal or commingled funds are used for “assistance.” This does not include assistance 
paid for from a separate state program. 

TANF nonassistance: Services and benefits that are paid for with TANF funds and that do not 
count as assistance and so are not required to be terminated under the time limit. These include 
work subsidies, nonrecurrent short-term benefits lasting no more than four months, supportive 
services such as child care provided to families who are employed, refundable Earned Income 
Tax Credits (EITCs), contributions to Individual Development Accounts (IDAs), certain trans-
portation benefits to individuals not otherwise receiving assistance, and such services as case 
management and job retention, job advancement, and other employment-related services that do 
not provide basic income support. TANF nonassistance does not include services and benefits 
that are paid for from a separate state program. 

termination from cash assistance: The cancellation of a family’s entire cash grant. 

termination time limit: A time limit that results in the cancellation of a family’s entire welfare 
grant. 

work activities: All activities that will satisfy an individual’s obligation to participate in em-
ployment-related activities under the state policy, including unsubsidized employment, subsi-
dized private sector employment, subsidized public sector employment, work experience, on-
the-job training, job search and job readiness assistance, community service, vocational educa-
tional training, job skills training, education related to employment, and completion of high 
school or a General Educational Development (GED) program. 

work participation rate: The percentage of TANF families participating in work activity, 
among those required to participate. To count toward the work participation rate, a family must 
include an adult or minor head of household who is engaged in qualified work activities for at 
least 30 hours per week, or for 20 hours per week if the head of household is a single parent 
with a child under 6 years of age. 



 

 

 



Executive Summary 

Time limits on benefit receipt became a central feature of federal welfare policy in the 
1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). Propo-
nents of welfare reform argued that the time limits in the new Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) program, which replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
would send a firm message to recipients that welfare is intended to be temporary and that, when 
presented with a deadline, recipients would find jobs or other sources of support. Conversely, 
critics pointed out that many welfare recipients have low levels of education and skills and other 
personal and family challenges that make steady work difficult, and they predicted that time 
limits would cause harm to many vulnerable families. 

This report provides a comprehensive examination of what has been learned to date 
about time limits: the implementation of state policies, the number of families affected by time 
limits, the effects of time limits on employment and welfare receipt, and the circumstances of 
families whose welfare cases have been closed because they reached a time limit. It updates a 
study conducted in 2002 that examined states’ and families’ early experiences with TANF time 
limits.1 The earlier study included a survey of state welfare administrators to obtain information 
on states’ time-limit policies and their experiences implementing the policies. 

The Lewin Group and MDRC produced this report for the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) Administration for Children and Families (ACF). Through this 
study, findings from the earlier survey were updated with information from 2005 TANF state 
plans and calls to selected states. States were categorized according to their time-limit policies 
and how they implemented these policies. HHS funded three other activities: (1) analysis of the 
monthly TANF administrative data that states must report to ACF on a quarterly basis, (2) site 
visits to seven states and one territory to examine the implementation of time limits, and (3) a 
synthesis of the existing research on time limits.  

This update is timely because most states now have several years of experience, under 
varying economic conditions, with the federal 60-month lifetime time limit on the receipt of 
cash assistance. Designed to serve as a resource for policymakers, administrators, advocates, 
journalists, researchers, and other interested parties at the federal, state, and local levels, the re-
port addresses the following questions: 

                                                   
1Dan Bloom, Mary Farrell, and Barbara Fink with Diana Adams-Ciardullo, Welfare Time Limits: State 

Policies, Implementation, and Effects on Families (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and Families; and New York: MDRC, 2002). 
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• How are states implementing time limits? What messages are they sending to 
recipients about time limits? Are they granting many exemptions and exten-
sions? What processes do states use to determine which families qualify for 
these exceptions? 

• How many families are subject to the federal time limit? How many cases 
have closed after reaching the time limit? 

• What characteristics are associated with accumulating months of assistance, 
reaching the federal time limit, and being terminated as a result of reaching 
the time limit? 

• How do time limits affect patterns of employment, welfare receipt, income, 
and other outcomes among current and potential welfare recipients? 

• How are families faring after losing TANF benefits due to time limits? Are 
they better or worse off than when they received welfare? How do these fam-
ilies whose cases closed because of time limits compare with other families 
who left welfare voluntarily? 

Key Findings 
The final TANF regulations following enactment of PRWORA gave states considerable 

flexibility in terms of how they can structure their TANF programs to meet state goals as well 
as the requirements established by PRWORA. The Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) of 2005 reau-
thorized the TANF program and changed the formula used to calculate which families count in 
the work participation rate, but DRA did not change the basic time-limit rules.  

States’ Time-Limit Policies 

While PRWORA prohibits states from using TANF block grant funds to provide assis-
tance to most families in which an adult is included in the TANF cash grant for longer than 60 
months, it allows states broad flexibility in designing time-limit policies. States can impose a 
60-month time limit, a shorter time limit, or no time limit. They can exempt certain categories 
of recipients from their time limits or can grant extensions of benefits to families who reach the 
limit. Such flexibility exists in large part because time limits do not apply to assistance that is 
paid for with state funds and because states are allowed to use federal funds to extend assistance 
to up to 20 percent of their caseload beyond the federal time limit. In reality, the federal time 
limit is not a limit on individual families but, rather, a fiscal constraint that shapes state policy 
choices. 
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• States have developed varying approaches to time limits. 

In federal Fiscal Year (FY) 2005, 24 percent of adult-headed families who were receiv-
ing TANF assistance lived in states that terminate assistance at 60 months; 22 percent lived in 
states with a time limit shorter than 60 months, resulting in termination; and 47 percent lived in 
states that have established a time limit but routinely allow families to receive some assistance 
after reaching 60 months. About 2 percent lived in a state (Indiana) that provides reduced bene-
fits after families reach a 24-month time limit, and 5 percent lived in the two states (Michigan 
and Vermont) that had not established a time limit on benefits in their state TANF plans at the 
time that the analysis for this report was conducted. Michigan implemented a 48-month time 
limit on October 1, 2007. 

The largest states that do not terminate assistance after reaching 60 months are Califor-
nia and New York. California removes the adult from the case but continues to provide assis-
tance for children’s needs. New York allows families who reach the time limit to transition to a 
state and locally funded safety net program that provides the same benefit levels as the state’s 
TANF program, although part of the benefit is in the form of vouchers for such expenses as 
housing and utilities, rather than in cash. Other states that allow families to receive some assis-
tance after 60 months may limit it to families who are compliant with program requirements or 
who face certain barriers to employment.  

The Implementation of Time Limits 

To obtain more detailed information, Lewin and MDRC conducted interviews with 
welfare administrators, supervisors, and line staff in seven states and one territory — Arkansas, 
Connecticut, Missouri, Puerto Rico, Texas, Utah, Virginia, and Washington — building on field 
research from the 2002 study of time limits. The implementation research focused on the fol-
lowing topics: how the time-limit message is communicated, how exemptions are handled, 
working with cases approaching the time limit, the extension process, and what happens after 
recipients reach the time limit. The implementation of time-limit policies varies considerably 
across states and even from welfare office to welfare office within states. Key findings from the 
discussions with staff in these seven states and Puerto Rico are discussed below. 

• States provide exemptions from or extensions to their time limits for cer-
tain groups of families, but the policies and processes for identifying 
families differ from state to state.  

Most states grant time-limit exemptions or extensions for recipients facing certain bar-
riers to employment, such as medical problems or domestic violence, but the processes for iden-
tifying and verifying such problems are quite different from state to state. Agencies also vary in 
the extent to which they encourage staff to be proactive in uncovering employment barriers; 
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many of the states visited reported relying primarily on recipients to self-report barriers. Many 
of these states also grant extensions or exemptions to recipients who comply with program rules 
but do not have jobs when they reach the time limit. However, states define compliance in dif-
ferent ways. 

• Staff reported that recipients’ awareness of time limits has increased 
over time, especially in states where many families have been terminated 
from assistance. The way in which states implement extension policies 
affects the messages that staff convey to recipients about the time limit. 

In states that have granted extensions to most recipients reaching time limits, staff re-
ported that the time-limit policies no longer seem credible and that they do not discuss the poli-
cies frequently with recipients. In states that grant few extensions, caseworkers report that while 
they generally consider each case for an extension, they rarely recommend extensions, and so 
they discuss the time limit more emphatically. In these states, when TANF was first imple-
mented, staff report that recipients were less concerned with time limits, but, more recently –– 
as terminating families who reach the time limits becomes more common –– recipients (even 
those who had never received TANF before) generally understand and accept that assistance is 
time-limited.  

In some states visited for this study and the previous time-limits study, caseworkers re-
ported that recipients understand the general features of the policy but that it is difficult to ex-
plain the details, including multiple time limits in states with periodic time limits, the interaction 
between federal and state time limits, and extension policies.  

• When TANF agencies rely on workforce agencies to deliver employment 
services, the time-limit message may be diluted. 

Some state TANF agencies have partnered with state and local workforce agencies to 
deliver employment services to TANF recipients. Administrators hope that this shift will capi-
talize on workforce staff’s knowledge of the local labor market to help recipients quickly find 
employment. In some cases, TANF staff report that the messages about time limits become less 
prominent as recipients interact primarily with staff outside the TANF agency. 

Families Reaching Time Limits 

All states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands report informa-
tion on their TANF caseloads to ACF. The data provide information on the extent to which 
families are subject to federal time-limit provisions, how many months of assistance accrued 
toward the federal time limit, how many families have reached 60 months, and how many fami-
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lies have been terminated from assistance. Key findings from analyses of these data reported to 
ACF for FY 2005 include the following: 

• About half of all TANF assistance cases are subject to the federal time 
limit. 

Of 1.9 million families receiving TANF assistance in FY 2005, approximately 52 per-
cent were subject to the federal time limit. Approximately 44 percent were child-only cases and 
thus exempt from time limits. The remaining 4 percent were exempted from accruing months 
because they received assistance funded with state-only segregated funding, due to a state waiv-
er policy, or because they lived in Indian Country or an Alaskan village experiencing high un-
employment.  

Another 168,000 families received non-TANF assistance from a separate state program 
(SSP) and thus were not subject to federal time-limit provisions. States created SSPs to serve a 
variety of groups, including two-parent families, noncitizens, and families exempt from work 
participation requirements. One of the changes brought about by DRA requires that all fami-
lies with an adult or minor head of household receiving assistance funded within an SSP be in-
cluded in the denominator when calculating the state’s work participation rates.  

• Only a small portion of TANF assistance cases have at least 60 months 
of assistance.  

In a given month in FY 2005, approximately 4.5 percent of TANF assistance cases (and 
8.0 percent of all adult-headed families) had received at least 60 months of assistance. No state 
had reached the 20 percent cap for granting extensions beyond 60 months due to hardships by 
FY 2005, although a small number of states were approaching the cap.  

• Compared with those who have accumulated fewer months, families 
who have reached 60 months are headed by individuals who are older, 
on average; have lower levels of education; are more likely to have a dis-
abled family member; and are more likely to be living in public housing 
or receiving a rent subsidy. 

State policies are as important as demographic characteristics in understanding the ac-
cumulation of months. For example, families who live in states that have termination time-limit 
policies that cancel the family’s entire welfare grant or that have strict sanctioning policies that 
close the cases of recipients who are deemed noncompliant with work requirements are signifi-
cantly less likely to reach 60 months than families who live in states that have more lenient pol-
icies.  
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• Since PRWORA was enacted, at least a quarter million cases have been 
closed due to reaching either a state or a federal time limit, although 
about one-third of the closures occurred in New York, which routinely 
provides post-time-limit assistance funded through an SSP. 

In FY 2005, time-limit closures made up only 2 percent to 3 percent of all closed cases 
in a given month. Of all cases closed due to time-limit policies through FY 2005, about 80,000 
(or about 30 percent of total closures) occurred in New York, which transferred most of these 
cases to a safety net program that provides the same level of benefits as TANF, although only 
partly in cash. Other states provide alternative forms of assistance. For example, Connecticut 
provides a limited number of vouchers to pay for rent or other necessities for families who are 
terminated from assistance. In addition, some states allow families who reach the 60-month life-
time limit to return to TANF if their circumstances change. It is important to note that the state 
administrative data do not capture all time-limit closures and thus underestimate the total case 
closures due to reaching time limits. 

• Families whose benefits were terminated because of time limits were 
more likely than all other case closures to lack a high school education, 
to have never married, to be living in public housing or receiving a rent 
subsidy, and to be African-American.  

Prior studies of welfare leavers found similar results. These characteristics overlap, 
however, and it is not clear which are independently associated with reaching a time limit or 
having one’s benefits canceled. The data do not show the extent to which these families had 
other sources of financial support at the time of closure.  

Effects of Time Limits on Employment and Welfare Receipt 

Research on the impact of welfare reform policies –– including time limits –– on em-
ployment, welfare receipt, and other outcomes is largely limited to work conducted in the 
1990s, when states were granted waivers to the AFDC rules, allowing them to impose time lim-
its on benefit receipt. Because time limits were implemented as part of a package of other wel-
fare reforms under these waivers, it is not possible to isolate their effects. Nevertheless, data 
from these studies suggest several tentative conclusions:  

• There is some evidence that time limits can encourage welfare recipients 
to find jobs and leave welfare more quickly, even before reaching the 
limit; however, the magnitude of this effect is not clear.  

Results from the early studies of waiver demonstrations found some evidence of “antic-
ipatory” effects of time limits. These demonstrations were evaluated using a rigorous, random 
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assignment research design, whereby families were assigned to a program group that was sub-
ject to the welfare reform policies (including the time limit) or to a control group that was sub-
ject to the previous welfare policies. The studies found that program group members were more 
likely to work than control group members. It is impossible to say whether these effects were 
driven by time limits, however, because the programs also included other major policy changes 
that promoted employment (such as expanded work requirements and services, changes to 
earned income disregards, and changes in sanctioning policies). 

A series of econometric “caseload” studies used data on state policies, caseloads, and 
economic conditions to try to isolate the effects of welfare reform, and most of the studies found 
that welfare reform and the strong economy contributed to the decline in welfare caseloads. 
However, very few of these studies attempted to isolate the impact of time limits. 

• It does not appear that the cancellation of welfare benefits at a time limit 
induces many recipients to go to work in the short term.  

Two random assignment studies followed program and control group members for four 
years. (The studies examined Connecticut’s statewide Jobs First program, which had a 21-
month time limit, and a Florida pilot program, the Family Transition Program [FTP], with 24- 
and 36-month time limits.) In neither case did the program’s effects on employment grow sub-
stantially when people began reaching the time limit and having their benefits canceled, sug-
gesting that few people were induced to work by benefit termination. 

• Welfare reform initiatives with time limits have generated few overall 
effects on family income, material hardship, or household composition 
in the period after families began reaching the limits, although it is not 
possible to isolate the effects on families whose benefits were terminated. 

Neither Connecticut’s Jobs First program nor Florida’s FTP generated consistent over-
all effects on family income or material well-being in the post-time-limit period, although there 
is evidence that small groups of families may have lost income as a result of the programs. 
These results do not mean that program group members who reached the time limit lost no in-
come when their benefits were cut off but, rather, that the program group as a whole (including 
those who did not reach the time limit) had about the same income, on average, as the control 
group. In addition, the programs had few effects on fertility, on marital status, or on the well-
being of elementary-school-age children. 

The Circumstances of Families After Time Limits 

Key questions concerning the effects of time limits deal with the well-being and cir-
cumstances of families after their benefits are terminated. Although a number of state and feder-
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al studies provide information on post-welfare circumstances, most of these studies were con-
ducted in the 1990s, when the labor market was very strong. Most of the studies focus on reci-
pients who reached state time limits of fewer than 60 months; some states granted many exten-
sions to these early time limits. The clients who reach time limits today may be very different 
from earlier clients, given the great diversity in the ways that states now implement time limits, 
implement diversion programs, prepare clients for work, and counsel them about time limits. 
Key findings from these early post-welfare studies include the following: 

• The employment rates of time-limit leavers after exiting welfare vary 
widely across states, ranging in these studies from less than 50 percent to 
more than 80 percent.  

Most of the variation in employment rates is attributable to state welfare policies that 
shape who reaches the time limit (for example, sanctioning and earnings disregards) or to state 
time-limit extension policies. As a consequence, employment rates in some states are higher for 
time-limit leavers than for other leavers, and rates in other states are lower for time-limit leavers 
than for other leavers. There is some limited evidence from a small number of states that reci-
pients who reached time limits in later years were less likely to be employed than those reaching 
time limits earlier. Although the reasons for this are unclear, it may reflect worsening economic 
conditions, differences in recipients’ characteristics, or changes in how policies (such as exten-
sion and exemption policies) were implemented. 

• Many families whose benefits were terminated due to time limits contin-
ued to receive some form of public assistance after leaving TANF. As 
more time elapses after exit, however, the share of time-limit leavers re-
ceiving these benefits decreases.  

Large proportions of time-limit leavers continue to receive food stamps, Medicaid, and 
other assistance after exit, although, as more time elapses after the time limit, fewer families 
continue to receive these benefits. The variation in food stamp receipt across states largely 
tracks the differences in employment rates (that is, the rate of food stamp receipt is lowest in 
states where most time-limit leavers are working). However, time-limit leavers are more likely 
than other leavers to receive food stamps, even in states where their employment rate after exit 
is higher than the rate for other leavers.  

• Families whose benefits were terminated due to time limits reported fi-
nancial struggles and, in some states, experienced higher levels of ma-
terial hardships than they had while on TANF.  

Homelessness has been quite rare among time-limited families, but levels of food inse-
curity and other hardships are relatively high. There is not a clear association between levels of 
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hardship and employment status among time limit leavers. In most states, time-limit leavers did 
not report consistently greater levels of hardship than other leavers. 

Conclusions and Implications 
PRWORA and the final TANF regulations gave states considerable flexibility in terms 

of how they could structure their TANF programs to meet state goals as well as the require-
ments established in PRWORA. As a result, time-limit policies and the extent to which families 
receiving assistance are affected by time-limit provisions vary greatly across the states. Some 
states have chosen to implement very strict termination time limits, while other states continue 
to provide assistance to families who reach the state or federal time limit. 

Overall, it appears that time limits have not generated as much attention or caused as 
much harm to the typical family on TANF as critics of PRWORA feared. This is due, in part, to 
the fact that many of the states that serve the largest TANF caseloads — namely, California, 
Michigan, New York, and Pennsylvania — had not implemented strict termination time limits. 
In addition, most states have implemented stricter work participation requirements since 
PRWORA was enacted and tougher sanctioning policies. Perhaps as a result, families are not 
reaching state and federal time limits in large numbers. It is worth noting that the percentage of 
families eligible for state TANF assistance who actually receive TANF benefits has dropped 
sharply in the past decade, though it is difficult to determine whether time limits have contri-
buted to this trend.2 

Little is known regarding how families who have reached time limits at later dates are 
faring. More research is needed that focuses on different cohorts of leavers to understand 
whether they are receiving other benefits (such as Medicaid and food stamps), whether they are 
employed, and whether they are experiencing material hardships. 

In addition, states are now responding to DRA and the final regulations. While DRA 
did not change time-limit rules, the policy choices made by states in response to other provi-
sions of DRA and the regulations may affect the number of families who accrue months toward 
the state and federal time limits. It will be important to track the changes that states make to 
their policies and implementation practices. In particular, changes made with regard to the oper-
ation of separate state programs or the use of segregated TANF funding, earnings disregards or 
income supplement policies, and changes in the use of sanctioning will determine how many 
families reach the state or federal time limit. States were just beginning to adjust their policies in 

                                                   
2U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Eval-

uation, Indicators of Welfare Dependence (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2007). 
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response to DRA when the fieldwork for this study was conducted; thus, the effect of DRA on 
time-limit policies and the outcomes of families reaching the time limit should be topics of on-
going interest. 
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After the Time Limit 

As a policy, Washington uses its 20 percent hardship exemption to provide benefits to 
all TANF cases that have reached the time limit. As of August 2006, clients who had reached 
the 60-month time limit represented 9 percent of the TANF caseload. The state uses three main 
extension categories to classify these clients: 

 Exempt. These are clients who are unable to participate. Generally, the client 
is either disabled or is caring for someone else who is disabled. Clients in this 
category must provide the TANF office with a medical statement describing 
the nature of the disability and the expected length of time that the client will 
be unable to work. Typically, between 35 and 40 percent of extension cases 
fall into this category in a given month. 

 Participating. Clients who continue to meet work participation requirements 
can continue to receive extensions as long as they do not exceed the maxi-
mum allowable earnings. Typically, slightly less than one-third of extension 
cases fall into this category in a given month. 

 Child safety net payments. If a client refuses to participate and the case is in 
sanction, the state continues to pay benefits for the child. Cases in which the 
client is being sanctioned for nonparticipation generally constitute slightly 
more than 20 percent of all extension cases. 

An additional 5 to 10 percent of extension cases are being processed at any given time 
and have not yet been placed into one of the three extension categories.  

The state’s automated case management system prompts extension reviews for all cas-
es. Depending on the nature of the extension, these prompts occur every three to six months. 
Cases in the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) pipeline are typically reviewed less often. 

While reaching 60 months does not trigger any change in services for clients in Wash-
ington, staff use the time limits as an opportunity to reevaluate clients’ current employment 
plans and explore any possible changes. Although most clients are aware of the extension poli-
cies, workers still use the time limit to emphasize the need to take steps toward self-sufficiency. 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

Supplemental Analysis Based on Quarterly Data from the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program, 

as Cited in Chapter 3 
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0 1 to 12 13 to 24 25 to 36 37 to 48 49 to 59 60 Months
State/Territory Months Months Months Months Months Months or More

Alabama 0.5 45.9 25.1 13.8 8.2 4.6 1.8
Alaska 9.6 35.2 20.3 14.3 10.1 6.0 4.4
Arizona 3.0 44.6 31.4 20.4 0.4 0.1 0.1
Arkansas 1.6 58.1 27.6 7.9 1.1 0.6 2.7
California 6.8 27.7 18.1 12.3 11.5 7.7 15.8
Colorado 9.8 32.0 28.9 16.1 7.1 4.4 1.3
Connecticut 0.2 36.0 30.5 21.4 9.2 1.8 0.9
Delaware 7.7 54.0 19.2 10.6 6.8 1.7 0.0
District of Columbia 0.3 19.5 16.6 13.5 10.9 9.8 29.2
Florida 0.8 56.7 20.9 12.2 4.8 2.0 2.5
Georgia 0.2 43.5 25.3 17.3 11.1 1.3 1.3
Hawaii 5.7 28.9 18.9 16.9 14.5 10.3 4.7
Idaho 0.1 82.0 17.2 0.5 0.2 0.0 0.0
Illinois 3.1 43.6 25.5 14.7 9.2 3.8 0.2
Indiana 0.8 53.0 29.4 14.4 2.4 0.0 0.0
Iowa 0.5 36.3 24.7 17.2 12.0 7.0 2.3
Kansas 0.4 39.5 23.8 15.1 9.9 5.8 5.4
Kentucky 1.5 37.8 24.9 16.4 11.3 6.7 1.3
Louisiana 0.1 48.6 27.4 14.3 6.4 2.5 0.8
Maine 0.1 27.5 20.6 15.7 11.6 7.8 16.6
Maryland 0.0 32.9 18.9 13.6 11.1 7.6 15.9
Massachusetts 33.6 32.2 16.8 11.0 4.8 1.3 0.2
Michigan 3.7 29.5 19.1 13.6 10.0 6.0 18.1
Minnesota 7.2 27.4 19.6 13.6 10.8 8.5 12.5
Mississippi 0.0 52.0 23.9 14.2 7.1 2.3 0.6
Missouri 0.3 34.5 22.6 17.5 13.7 9.3 2.0
Montana 24.0 36.0 19.3 10.9 6.2 3.2 0.4
Nebraskaa 5.4 30.8 5.5 3.7 2.6 2.2 18.8
Nevada 0.6 51.5 24.0 10.6 9.5 3.0 0.6
New Hampshire 1.8 40.3 22.8 15.1 10.0 5.8 4.2
New Jersey 2.8 33.6 20.2 13.6 9.9 6.7 13.2
New Mexico 0.4 42.3 23.4 15.7 10.6 7.4 0.2
New York 3.2 25.0 21.1 16.5 15.1 10.0 9.1
North Carolina 4.7 42.8 22.5 15.3 9.6 4.2 0.7
North Dakota 16.7 46.0 17.6 10.5 5.5 3.1 0.5
Ohio 0.1 41.6 28.8 20.9 5.4 2.4 0.8
Oklahoma 1.8 44.2 24.4 14.1 8.6 4.7 2.1
Oregon 0.1 58.9 37.2 3.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Pennsylvania 1.9 30.0 19.3 14.6 11.0 8.6 14.5
Puerto Rico 0.1 30.8 23.2 21.9 13.5 9.4 0.7
Rhode Island 0.7 24.2 17.4 14.3 12.0 9.1 22.3
South Carolina 0.9 66.4 29.2 2.7 0.3 0.3 0.0
South Dakota 58.2 25.6 10.3 3.0 1.6 0.7 0.5
Tennessee 26.7 42.3 25.6 4.0 1.1 0.2 0.0

(continued)

Appendix Table C.2

Percentage of Adult-Headed TANF Cases, by State and by Months Accrued, Fiscal Year 2005

Welfare Time Limits
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0 1 to 12 13 to 24 25 to 36 37 to 48 49 to 59 60 Months
State/Territory Months Months Months Months Months Months or More

Texas 0.1 52.1 22.3 12.5 6.4 5.0 1.3
Utah 0.7 46.6 27.4 16.5 4.8 2.2 1.8
Vermont 1.0 37.5 26.8 18.0 15.3 1.3 0.0
Virginia 1.0 50.1 29.4 10.3 6.8 2.4 0.0
Virgin Islands 2.6 30.3 25.8 18.9 13.0 6.5 3.0
Washington 1.1 34.7 20.7 14.1 10.3 7.0 12.1
West Virginia 0.6 31.9 27.5 19.2 12.3 7.7 0.9
Wisconsin 10.2 30.4 23.3 16.2 10.4 5.3 4.1
Wyoming 64.6 35.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Appendix Table C.2 (continued)

SOURCE: TANF Data Report.

NOTES: Data are weighted, based on average monthly caseloads, FY 2005.  
aPercentages do not sum to 100 due to missing information for head of household. 
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(1) (2) (3) (4)

Characteristics of head of household

Age 0.012 0.005 1.352 1.011
(0.004) *** (0.002) ** (0.331) *** (0.016) ***

Age squared -0.000 -0.000 -0.015 -0.012
(0.000) ** (0.000) (0.005) *** (0.000) ***

Hispanic 0.046 0.013 1.537 0.285
(0.023) ** (0.011) (1.391) (0.093) ***

African-American 0.010 0.006 1.628 3.187
(0.013) (0.008) (0.854) * (0.055) ***

Asian/Pacific Islander 0.093 0.038 4.944 2.200
(0.057) ** (0.032) (2.954) * (0.176) ***

American Indian 0.024 0.030 -1.298 -4.907
(0.052) (0.038) (3.336) (0.147) ***

Less than high school education 0.015 0.010 -0.458 1.554
(0.013) (0.007) (0.869) (0.048) ***

Never married 0.024 0.010 3.303 2.639
(0.012) (0.006) (1.026) *** (0.056) ***

U.S. citizen 0.039 0.020 5.356 7.124
(0.012) ** (0.005) *** (1.840) *** (0.132) ***

Employed 0.016 0.008 2.930 1.503
(0.017) (0.009) (1.119) *** (0.056) ***

Female 0.044 0.022 6.697 5.768
(0.010) *** (0.004) *** (1.418) *** (0.085) ***

Characteristics of case
0.002 0.001 0.250 0.434

Age of youngest child (0.001) (0.001) (0.113) ** (0.006) ***
0.013 0.008 2.013 2.331

Number of children (0.004) *** (0.002) *** (0.407) *** (0.023) ***
0.027 0.017 13.812 10.924

One-parent family (0.017) (0.006) * (1.398) *** (0.062) ***

State policies

60-month termination limit -0.037 -5.058
(0.006) *** (0.160) ***

Shorter termination limit -0.049 -9.873
(0.006) *** (0.181) ***

(continued)

Regression Results: Probability of Accumulating at Least 60 Months of TANF and

Welfare Time Limits

Probability of Reaching     
60 Monthsa

Number of Months 
Accumulateda

Appendix Table C.3

Number of Months Accumulated, Adult-Headed Cases, March 2005
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(1) (2) (3) (4)

3 or more exemption categories -0.006 -2.081
(0.005) (0.100) ***

3 or more extension categories -0.019 -0.731
(0.005) *** (0.098) ***

Partial sanction 0.016 6.765
(0.007) (0.117) ***

Gradual full sanction 0.017 4.644
(0.008) ** (0.119) ***

Higher-than-average benefits -0.003 1.783
(0.008) (0.269) ***

Higher-than-average earned income disregards -0.020 1.702
(0.010) ** (0.137) ***

State economic conditions

State minimum wage -0.011 -2.304
(0.006) ** (0.077) ***

Unemployment rate 0.001 1.070
(0.003) (0.062) ***

Poverty rate 0.000 -0.605
(0.001) (0.045) ***

Census division

Pacific 0.012 3.978
(0.010) (0.168) ***

Mountain -0.024 0.129
(0.004) *** (0.285)

West North Central -0.001 3.486
(0.008) (0.211) ***

West South Central -0.020 6.117
(0.004) * (0.281) ***

East North Central -0.022 -0.587
(0.003) *** (0.277) **

East South Central -0.025 3.522
(0.004) *** (0.259) ***

South Atlantic -0.017 1.219
(0.004) ** (0.357) ***

Mid Atlantic -0.026 -2.391
(0.004) *** (0.312) ***

Constant -39.323 -18.084
(5.341) *** (0.968) ***

Unweighted observations 389,178 389,178 389,178 389,178

Probability of Reaching 60 
Monthsa

Number of Months 
Accumulateda

Appendix Table C.3 (continued)

SOURCES: Head-of-household and case characteristics are from the TANF Data Report. See Appendix Table C.6 for 
descriptions of other variables and sources.

NOTES: Data are weighted. 
aColumns 1 and 2 are probit models, marginal effects at the mean of independent variables reported. Columns 3 and 4 

are Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) models. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Significance levels are 
indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent. 
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Subject to 
Time Limits Exempted In SSP

Hardship 
Extension

Characteristics of head of household

Average age (years) 30.0 33.6 34.4 36.2

Female (%) 93.1 93.9 84.6 94.4

Race (%)
American Indian 1.7 4.9 1.2 1.8
Asian/Pacific Islander 2.5 5.0 12.5 4.7
African American 40.5 36.3 29.9 52.7
White 51.6 47.2 54.2 38.0

Hispanic (%) 20.9 17.5 27.1 19.6

Average number of federal months accumulated 20.9 13.9   65.4

Federal months accumulated (%)
Zero months 2.3 46.7   7.2
1 12 39.6 21.4   0.2
13 24 23.2 10.8   0.2
25 36 14.6 4.8   0.1
37 48 9.9 2.3   0.1
49 59 7.3 1.7   0.7
60 or more 3.0 12.3   91.4

Highest education level (%)
No formal education 3.4 6.7 4.1 2.4
No high school diploma/GED 39.0 47.6 41.3 48.2
High school diploma/GED 53.5 42.3 50.9 46.1
Other credential/postsecondary degree 3.0 2.1 2.1 2.5
Education unknown 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.5

Marital status (%)
Never married 69.0 60.4 47.5 71.9
Married 8.6 12.5 42.1 9.6
Separated 13.2 13.4 5.9 10.3
Widowed 0.6 1.7 0.6 0.7
Divorced 8.5 11.6 3.3 7.5

Citizenship (%)
U.S. citizen 93.6 92.2 78.0 92.8
Qualified alien 6.1 6.4 16.2 6.8
Unknown 0.4 1.4 5.8 0.4

Employment status (%)
Employed 24.0 17.7 25.9 19.3
Unemployed 49.7 33.6 45.3 45.2
Not in labor force 26.3 48.3 28.1 35.3

Receives SSI (%) 5.7 9.6 9.1 15.6

(continued)

Welfare Time Limits

Appendix Table C.4

Characteristics of TANF and Non-TANF Cases, 
by Time-Limit Exemption Status, Fiscal Years 2002-2005
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Subject to 
Time Limits Exempted In SSP

Hardship 
Extension

Family characteristics

Number of household members 3.0 3.2 3.9 3.8

Number of eligble case members 2.9 2.7 3.7 3.4

Funded with state only funds (%) 0.1 44.3 100.0 0.0

Family type (for work participation) (%)
One parent family 96.1 74.5 43.6 90.9
Two parent family 3.1 1.9 49.8 2.3
Excluded from work participation 0.7 23.6 6.6 6.8

Any income, by source (%)
Earnings 20.4 17.5 24.3 18.7
EITC 0.1 0.7 8.0 0.4
SSA 0.5 5.2 1.4 2.6
Workers' compensation 0.3 1.1 0.8 2.0
Other income 6.0 3.8 3.2 2.8
SSI 5.7 15.0 7.9 17.1

Benefits received (%)
Public housing 6.4 7.2 7.6 9.1
Rent subsidy 13.5 12.0 17.4 23.8
Child care (federally funded) 11.2 4.6 6.3 12.4
Child care (state funded) 1.1 4.5 0.7 0.4

Average monthly caseload 1,036,283 113,702 151,503 46,186

Appendix Table C.4 (continued)

SOURCES: TANF and SSP-MOE Data Reports.

NOTES: Data are weighted, based on average monthly caseloads, FY 2002 through FY 2005.
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TANF Cases SSP Cases 
State/Territory Closed Closed Total Closures

Alabama 1,161 4 1,165

Alaska 0 0 0

Arizona 1,069 0 1,069

Arkansas 2,655 0 2,655

California 2,952 117 3,069

Colorado 876 0 876

Connecticut 15,289 1,173 16,463

Delaware 200 0 200

District of Columbia 20 0 20

Florida 6,139 146 6,285

Georgia 19 0 19

Hawaii 2,826 1,403 4,230

Idaho 125 0 125

Illinois 100 10 109

Indiana 6,440 200 6,640

Iowa 1,370 106 1,476

Kansas 107 0 107

Kentucky 4,068 0 4,068

Louisiana 3,623 0 3,623

Maine 9 0 9

Maryland 0 0 0

Massachusetts 2,360 9 2,369

Michigan 0 0 0

Minnesota 3,275 113 3,389

Mississippi 728 0 728

Missouri 9,396 336 9,732

(continued)

Welfare Time Limits

Appendix Table C.5

Cases Closed Due to Federal and State Time Limits,
Fiscal Years 2002 Through 2005
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SOURCES: TANF and SSP-MOE Data Reports. 
NOTE: Data are weighted.  

TANF Cases SSP Cases 
State/Territory Closed Closed Total Closures

Montana 204 0 204

Nebraska 383 39 422

Nevada 2,996 219 3,214

New Hampshire 443 1 444

New Jersey 0 0 0

New Mexico 279 0 279

New York 80,189 183 80,372

North Carolina 4,669 0 4,669

North Dakota 114 0 114

Ohio 876 0 876

Oklahoma 0 0 0

Oregon 0 0 0

Pennsylvania 0 0 0

Puerto Rico 11,953 0 11,953

Rhode Island 0 0 0

South Carolina 5,802 106 5,908

South Dakota 0 0 0

Tennessee 6,397 84 6,481

Texas 0 29 29

Utah 2,173 14 2,186

Vermont 0 0 0

Virginia 7,337 742 8,080

Virgin Islands 251 0 251

Washington 115 0 115

West Virginia 1,047 10 1,057

Wisconsin 3 0 3

Wyoming 3 0 3

Total 190,041 5,044 195,085

Appendix Table C.5 (continued)
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Welfare Time Limits 

Appendix Table C.6 

Variables Used in the Probability Analysis 

State policies 

Time-limit policies. The effects of having a 60-month termination time limit, relative to no time 
limit, and having a shorter termination time limit or periodic time limit, relative to no time limit, 
are displayed. 

• 60-month termination time limit: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, 
Kansas, Kentucky, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, New Hampshire, New Mexico, 
North Dakota, Oklahoma, Puerto Rico, South Dakota, Texas, Virgin Islands, West Virginia, 
Wisconsin, Wyoming. 

• Shorter termination time limit or periodic time limit: Arkansas, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, 
Georgia, Idaho, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, Ohio, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Utah, Virginia. 

• No termination time limit: California, District of Columbia, Indiana, Maine, Maryland, 
Michigan, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Washington, Vermont. 
SOURCE: Table 1.1.   

Exemption criteria. Models include an indicator for states with 3 or more state exemption criteria: 
Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, 
Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia.  
SOURCE: Bloom, Farrell, and Fink (2002), Table A.3.  

Extension criteria. Models include an indicator for states with 3 or more state extension criteria: 
Alaska, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa, 
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New 
Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode 
Island, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, Wyoming. 
SOURCE: Bloom, Farrell, and Fink (2002), Table A.4. 

Sanctioning policies. The effects of having a partial sanction, relative to an immediate full-family 
sanction, and having a gradual full-family sanction, relative to an immediate full-family 
sanction, are displayed.  

• Partial sanction: Alaska, California, District of Columbia, Indiana, Kentucky, Maine, Minnesota, 
Missouri, Montana, New Hampshire, New York, Rhode Island, Texas, Vermont, Washington.  

• Gradual full-family sanction: Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, 
Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, North 
Carolina, North Dakota, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Utah, West Virginia, Wisconsin. 

• Immediate full-family sanction: Florida, Hawaii, Idaho, Iowa, Kansas, Maryland, Mississippi, 
Nebraska, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, Wyoming.  
SOURCE: Bloom, Farrell, and Fink (2002), Table A.1.  

(continued)
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Appendix Table C.6 (continued) 

State policies (continued) 

Benefit levels. Models include an indicator for states with higher-than-average benefits for a family 
of 3 in 2005: Alaska, California, Connecticut, Hawaii, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, North Dakota, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Utah, Vermont, Washington, Wisconsin.  
SOURCE: Welfare Rules Databook, Table L5. Web site: 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/welfare_employ/state_tanf/reports/wel_rules05/wel05_p
olicies.html. 

Earned income disregards. Models include an indicator for states with higher-than-average earned 
income disregards for the first 12 months of benefit receipt in 2005: Alaska, California, 
Colorado, Connecticut, District of Columbia, Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Louisiana, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Missouri, Montana, New Hampshire, New Mexico, New York, New 
Jersey, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, Utah, Vermont, Washington. 
SOURCE: Welfare Rules Databook, Table L4. Web site: 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/welfare_employ/state_tanf/reports/wel_rules05/wel05_p
olicies.html. 

State economic conditions 

Minimum wage. State minimum wage levels in 2005.  
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment Standards Administration, Wage and Hour 
Division. Web site: http://www.dol.gov/esa/programs/whd/state/stateMinWageHis.htm. 

Unemployment rate. State unemployment rates in 2005.  
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics. Web site: http://www.bls.gov/lau/lastrk05.htm. 

Poverty rate. Percentage of people in poverty, by state, in 2005.  
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey.  
Web site: http://www.census.gov/prod/2006pubs/acs-02.pdf. 

Census divisions 

Indicators for whether a state fell within one of the nine U.S. Census divisions, relative to being in 
the New England division.  
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau. Web site: http://www.census.gov/geo/www/us_regdiv.pdf. 
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Chapter 5 includes findings from 10 studies of people who left the Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF) program because of a time limit. Appendix D provides back-
ground information on each of these studies. Information is first presented on the survey-based 
studies of welfare leavers in Connecticut, Florida, Massachusetts, New Mexico, Minnesota, 
North Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, Utah, and Virginia. The second section presents informa-
tion on MDRC’s evaluations of Connecticut’s Jobs First program and Florida’s Family Transi-
tion Program (FTP), which are also discussed in Chapter 5. 

Survey-Based Studies of TANF Leavers 

Connecticut 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
Connecticut  
Department of Social 
Services 
 
MDRC (survey  
conducted under  
contract by Roper 
Starch Worldwide) 

Sample 
 
Families in 6 sites whose cases closed in  
September or October 1997 when they reached 
the 21-month time limit on cash assistance. (The 
Connecticut post-time-limit study includes only 
families who left TANF because of the time 
limit.) 
 
Interviews were conducted 3 and 6 months after 
cases closed. The 3-month survey was fielded 
between January and April 1998. The 6-month 
survey was fielded between April and July 
1998. 
 
Only individuals who were still off welfare at 
the time of the interviews were surveyed. 

Sample size 
3-month survey: 

421 
6-month survey:  

448 
 
Response rate 
3-month survey:  

79% 
6-month survey:  

82% 
 
Mode of 
administration 
Computer-Assisted 
Telephone  
Interviewing (CATI) 

(continued) 
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Florida’s Family Transition Program (FTP) 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
Florida Department of 
Children and Families 
and private foundations 
 
MDRC 

Sample 
 
All FTP participants who reached the time lim-
it during certain calendar periods 
(November 1996 through May 1997 for those 
subject to a 24-month time limit and June 1997 
through February 1998 for those subject to a 
36-month time limit).  
 
In-person interviews were conducted around 
the time that benefits expired and at 6, 12, and 
18 months later. The 18-month interview was a 
lengthy open-ended discussion 
conducted by an ethnographer. 
 
 

Sample size 
89 people received  
final welfare checks 
during the two periods, 
and 70 completed the 
initial interview. Later, 
57 completed the 
6-month interview; 
49 completed the 
12-month interview; 
and 54 completed the 
in-depth 18-month  
interview.  
 
Response rate 
Based on initial 70  
respondents: 
Round 1: 81% 
Round 2: 70% 
Round 3: 77% 
 

Mode of 
administration  
In-person interviews 

(continued) 
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Massachusetts 
Sponsor/research firm 
 
Massachusetts  
Department of  
Transitional Assistance 
 
Center for Survey  
Research (CSR) at the 
University of  
Massachusetts-Boston 

Sample 
 
Households that left welfare between Decem-
ber 15, 1998 (when the first families reached 
the state’s 24-month time limit), and April 30, 
1999. Approximately 2/3 of the fielded 
sample were households that had reached 
Month 24 of time-limited benefits (time-limit 
leavers). The remaining 1/3 were households 
that left welfare for various reasons, such as 
earnings, sanctions, and changes in family 
status (non-time-limit leavers). 
 
Respondents had to have been off welfare for 
at least 2 months.  
 
Respondents were interviewed 6 to 16 months 
after they left welfare. Individuals were in-
cluded in the study regardless of whether or 
not they were receiving TANF at the time of 
the interview.  
  

Sample size 
Time-limit leavers:  

460 
Non-time-limit leavers: 

210 
 
Response rate 
75% (full sample) 
 
Mode of 
administration  
CATI;  
some in-person  
interviews 

(continued) 
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Minnesota 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
Minnesota Department 
of Human Services 

Sample 
 
Families who received welfare consecutively for 
five years beginning July 1997 (when months 
started counting toward the time limit) and 
whose cases were closed after June 2002. 
 
The fielded sample includes 194 time-limit 
leavers. 
 
Administrative records analysis was conducted 
for families receiving welfare for 48 months 
consecutively between July 1997 (when months 
started counting toward the time limit) and June 
2001.  
 

Sample size 
130 
 
Response rate 
67%  
 
Mode of 
administration  
Telephone  

 
New Mexico 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
New Mexico Human 
Services Department 
 
MAXIMUS 

Sample 
 
Round 1 
All families who left welfare due to the time 
limit between July 2002 and April 2003 and a 
random sample of families who left welfare for 
other reasons during the same time period. 
 
The survey was fielded after sample members 
had been off welfare for approximately 2 to 3 
months. 
 
Round 2 
A subset of the time-limit leavers surveyed in 
Round 1 were surveyed again 10-12 months 
after they left welfare. 

Sample size 
Time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 503 
Round 2: 244 

Non-time-limit leavers: 
Approximately 700a 

 
Response rate 
Time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 72%b 
Round 2: 70%b 

Non-time-limit leavers: 
70%c 
 

Mode of 
administration 
Telephone 

(continued) 

                                                   
aThe exact number was not provided. 
bThe response rate was adjusted to exclude respondents who were back on welfare or unable to take part in 

the survey due to being incarcerated or deceased. Without adjustment, the response rate in Round 1 was 70 
percent, and the rate in Round 2 was 68 percent. 

cThe exact response rate was not provided. 
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North Carolina 
Sponsor/research firm 
 
North Carolina  
Department of Health 
and Human Services 
 
MAXIMUS 

Sample 
 
Families leaving welfare. Surveys were  
administered separately to those leaving because 
of the time limit and those leaving for other  
reasons. 
  
Time-limit leavers: The first cohort of families 
to reach the 24-month time limit in August 
1998. Two rounds of surveys were conducted. 
Round 1 was administered between December 
1998 and March 1999 (4 to 7 months after 
families reached the time limit). Round 2 was  
administered between September and December 
1999 (13 to 16 months after families reached the 
time limit) and was targeted only to the Round 1 
respondents. 
 
Non-time-limit leavers: Families in 8 counties 
who left Work First for any reason for at least 1 
month between December 1998 and April 1999. 
Interviews were conducted between June1999 
and February 2000 (approximately 6 months 
after respondents left welfare). 

Sample size 
Time-limit leavers:  

Round 1: 247 
Round 2: 221 

Non-time-limit leavers: 
1,878 

 
Response rate 
Time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 78% 
Round 2: 89% of 

Round 1 
respondents 

Non-time-limit leavers: 
70% 

 
Mode of 
Administration 
CATI 

 
Ohio 
Sponsor/research firm 
 
Ohio Department of 
Job and Family  
Services and the 
Cuyahoga County 
Board of County 
Commissioners 
 
Center on Urban  
Poverty and Social 
Change at Case  
Western Reserve  
University 

Sample 
 
Randomly selected individuals in Cuyahoga 
County who left welfare between Quarter 4, 
1998, and Quarter 3, 2003. (Leavers are defined 
as individuals who received assistance for at 
least 1 month and then whose cases were closed 
for at least 2 consecutive months. Time-limit 
leavers left TANF starting in October 2000.) 
 
The fielded sample includes 2,880 leavers (both 
time-limited and non-time-limited). 
 
Interviews were conducted 6 and 13 months 
after individuals’ initial exit. The analysis also 
uses administrative records from Quarter 4, 
1998, to Quarter 4, 2003. 

Sample size 
1,848 leavers 
 
Response rate 
64% (full sample) 
 
Mode of 
administration 
Not indicated  
 

(continued) 
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South Carolina 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
South Carolina  
Department of Health 
and Human Services 
 
MAXIMUS 

Sample 
 
Stratified random sample of families who left 
welfare between October 1998 and March 1999. 
 
Time-limit leavers are those who left because of 
the time limit, according to the state’s data  
system.  
 
Non-time-limit leavers are those who left due to 
earnings, sanctions, or “other” reasons. 
 
Three rounds of surveys were conducted. The 
first-year surveys were fielded after sample 
members had been off welfare for approximate-
ly 10 to 14 months. The second-year surveys 
were begun in October 2000. The third-year 
surveys were conducted between October 2001 
and March 2002. 
 

Sample size 
Time-limit leavers:  

Round 1: 292 
Round 2: 276 
Round 3: 289 

Non-time-limit leavers: 
Round 1: 780 
Round 2: 727 
Round 3: 711 

 
Response rate 
Time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 81% 
Round 2: 77% 
Round 3: 80% 

 
Non-time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 72% 
Round 2: 67% 
Round 3: 66% 
 

Mode of 
administration 
CATI 

(continued) 
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Utah 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
Utah Department of 
Workforce Services 
 
University of Utah 
School of Social Work 

Sample 
 
Phase I (not reported in Chapter 5) included 
interviews with recipients who had received 
TANF for 36 months or more. 
 
Phase II consisted of interviews with recipients 
who had received TANF for 36 months or more 
and whose cases had been closed for at least 2 
months. This included recipients whose cases 
had closed due to time limits, increased income, 
or other reasons — primarily sanctioning. Inter-
views were conducted approximately 2 to 5 
months after the cases closed. The time-limit 
leavers included the first recipients to leave due 
to Utah’s time limit, which took effect in  
December 1999. They were interviewed  
between February and May 2000. The other 
leavers were interviewed between July 1999 and 
January 2000.  
 
Phase III consisted of additional interviews with 
families reaching Utah’s time limit between 
January 2000 and December 2001 and with 
other leavers who had accumulated at least 24 
months of assistance. The interviews were 
conducted from June 2000 to May 2002.  
 

Sample size 
 
Time-limit leavers: 
133 in Phase II; 830 
total across Phase II 
and Phase III 
 
Non-time-limit leavers: 
274 in Phase II; 654 
total across Phase II 
and Phase III 
 
Response rate 
74% (full sample) 
 
Mode of  
administration 
In person 

(continued) 
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Virginia 

Sponsor/research firm 
 
Virginia Department of 
Social Services 
 
Mathematica Policy 
Research, Inc. 

Sample 
 
Time-limit leavers: Families whose cases closed 
because of the time limit between February 1 
and June 30, 1998 (Cohort 1); families whose 
cases closed because of the time limit between 
February 1 and June 30, 1999 (Cohort 2); and 
families whose cases closed because of the time 
limit between February 1 and June 30, 2000 
(Cohort 3). Because of the staggered implemen-
tation of the state welfare reform program, Co-
hort 1 was selected from very limited areas of 
the state; Cohort 2 was drawn from districts 
making up roughly half the state; and Cohort 3 
includes cases from the entire state. 
 
Two rounds of surveys were administered. The 
first round was administered 6 months after cas-
es closed, and the second round was 
administered 18 months after cases closed. 
 

Administrative data on all cases are also  
available. 
 

Non-time-limit leavers: Data on time-limit  
leavers come from the Virginia Closed Case 
Survey –– a study of cases that closed because 
of increased income or because of a sanction in 
late 1997.  
 

Interviews were conducted approximately 12 
months after cases closed.  

Sample size 
Time-limit leavers:  

6-month survey: 
1,240 

(256 in Cohort 1,  
495 in Cohort 2,  
489 in Cohort 3) 

18-month survey: 
1,092 

(220 in Cohort 1,  
441 in Cohort 2,  
431 in Cohort 3) 

 
Non-time-limit leavers: 

779 
 
Response rate 
Time-limit leavers: 

Round 1: 79%  
(78% for Cohort 1, 
79% for Cohort 2, 
80% for Cohort 3) 

Round 2: 70%  
(67% for Cohort 1, 
70% for Cohort 2,  
71% for Cohort 3) 

 
Non-time limit leavers: 

69% 
 
Mode of 
administration 
CATI 
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Evaluations Conducted by MDRC 

Connecticut’s Jobs First Program 

Under a contract with the state’s Department of Social Services, MDRC conducted a 
large-scale evaluation of Jobs First, Connecticut’s welfare reform initiative. Welfare applicants 
and recipients in two welfare offices were randomly assigned to program and control groups 
from January 1996 through February 1997. Four years of follow-up data are available. As part 
of the evaluation, an analysis of welfare leavers was conducted using baseline demographic data 
and administrative records data on earnings, welfare, and food stamp receipt for 600 sample 
members randomly assigned to the program group from January through June 1996 who left 
welfare between study entry and March 1998. 

Baseline and administrative records data are available for 477 program group members 
who, by March 1998, had left welfare for two or more consecutive months before reaching the 
state’s 21-month time limit (non-time-limit leavers) and for 132 program group members who, 
by March 1998, had their benefits discontinued as a result of time limits (time-limit leavers). 
Administrative records data cover the quarter prior to exit through the third quarter after exit.  

As noted above, there was also a separate study of time-limit leavers. 

Florida’s Family Transition Program (FTP) 

There are several samples of welfare leavers available from a random assignment eval-
uation of Florida’s Family Transition Program (FTP) — a pilot program run in Escambia Coun-
ty from 1994 through 1999 — conducted by MDRC under a contract with the Florida Depart-
ment of Children and Families. Importantly, FTP was a pilot program implemented two years 
prior to the implementation of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcilia-
tion Act (PRWORA) of 1996, and the findings do not reflect the effectiveness of Florida’s 
statewide welfare reform program. The study sample includes 1,405 single-parent cases ran-
domly assigned to the program group from May 1994 through February 1995 who were subject 
to either a 24- or a 36-month time limit.  

Time-limit leavers are FTP group members who received at least the time-limit amount 
(24 or 36 months) of TANF between the date of random assignment and June 1999 (four to five 
years after study entry) and had their benefits fully terminated. Approximately one-quarter of 
the individuals subject to a time limit accumulated the time-limit amount of TANF. Of these, 
237 (70 percent) reached the time limit, and 227 had their benefits fully terminated. Baseline 
and administrative records data are available for all 227 individuals who had their welfare bene-
fits canceled because of time limits.  
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In addition, four-year client survey data are available for 136 time-limit leavers in-
cluded in the four-year client survey sample. These 136 families had been off welfare for an 
average of 17 months at the time they were interviewed. However, since the survey was fielded 
based on the date of random assignment (not the date of welfare exit), there is considerable var-
iation in the length of time that these families had been off welfare.  

Non-time-limit leavers are sample members who stopped receiving benefits before 
reaching the 24- or 36-month time limit within four years of study entry. Three-quarters (75.7 
percent) of individuals in the FTP group left the program before reaching the time limit, primar-
ily because of employment.1 Baseline demographic data are available for 954 individuals who 
received at least one month of welfare after study entry but did not reach the time limit within 
four years.  

Four-year client survey data are available for 657 families who left welfare before 
reaching the time limit. Leavers were identified based on a survey question that asks respon-
dents about welfare receipt in the month prior to the survey interview. Of these individuals, 84 
percent had not received welfare in the year prior to the survey. The survey was administered 
from 48 to 61 months following respondents’ entry into the study. The response rate for the en-
tire survey sample is 80 percent. Surveys were administered in person and by telephone.  

As discussed above, there was also a separate small-scale survey of families who left 
welfare because of the time limit.  

                                                   
1Late in the follow-up period, the state implemented full-family sanctions. It is possible that some non-

time-limit leavers had their cases closed because of noncompliance.  
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