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With Clinton’s signature, AFDC was replaced 
by the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF) block grant to state governments. This 
reform gives states greater control over how they 
spend their money but caps the amount that the 
federal government will pay for welfare. The law 
requires work in exchange for time-limited ben-
efits. Most recipients must find a job within two 
years of going on welfare and cannot stay on the 
welfare rolls for more than a total of five years alto-
gether (or less, depending on the state). Moreover, 
many states cap family benefits when an additional 
child is born to a family on welfare.

More than a decade after the heated debates 
surrounding its adoption, the controversy over 
welfare reform has resurfaced. Members of the Tea 
Party movement, who favor sharply cutting spend-
ing, have argued that in a time of tight budgets, 
government can no longer play such a dominant 
role in providing assistance. Several Republicans 
who are favorites of the movement’s members have 
urged new approaches to the issue. One of them, 
Sen. Mike Lee, R-Utah, has called for a new “war 
on poverty” that phases out government’s involve-
ment and replaces it with greater involvement 
from community organizations and private busi-
nesses.54 Few observers dispute that the reforms 
have successfully reduced the welfare rolls—the 
Department of Health and Human Services reports 
that, from August 1996 to September 2013, the number of 
welfare recipients fell from 12.2 million to 3.7 million (see 
Figure 17.2). Most states met their 2004 goals in putting 50 
percent of single parents to work for thirty hours per week 
and 90 percent of two-parent families to work for thirty-five 
hours per week.55

Studies of families who have left welfare have found that 
nearly two-thirds are employed in any given month and 
that more than three-fourths have worked since leaving 
welfare,56 but some critics argue that even where jobs are 
found, wages are so low that many people are unable to lift 
their families out of poverty.57 They also point to the large 
number of single mothers living in poverty (more than 
30 percent in 2012). The inadequacy of work as a means 
of raising low-wage workers out of poverty is even more 
pronounced in the current economic climate characterized 
by high unemployment.

Extended families, especially grandmothers, pick up some 
of the burden when mothers with small children have lost 
their benefits but remain unable to hold down a job or care 
for their children. Nationwide, about 5.4 million children in 
2010 lived in a household headed by a grandparent, up from 

4.7 million five years earlier.58 (See “Snapshot of America: 
What Do Our Families Look Like?” for a survey of family 
structures today.)

The 1996 legislation expired in October 2002 and had 
to be renewed by Congress. After a lengthy and contentious 
reauthorization process, Congress finally enacted changes 
to TANF three years later in the Deficit Reduction Act of 
2005. The difficulty in agreeing on the shape of welfare 
reform highlights the difference between the parties and 
nearly guarantees that the issue will remain controversial 
and on the political agenda for years to come. The reforms 
enacted in the Deficit Reduction Act further emphasized the 
work focus of the TANF program, by increasing the propor-
tion of recipients who must be working and defining more 
narrowly what counts as “work.” These debates continued as 
Congress worked on the program. Instead of passing a full 
reauthorization, it extended the TANF block grant several 
times.59 TANF is not the only policy intended to solve the 
problem of poverty in the United States. In addition to the 
food assistance and educational programs discussed in the 
following sections, a variety of other government plans are 
designed to reduce poverty (see Table 17.2).

Food Assistance Programs Another set of 
social welfare programs is administered within the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA). USDA’s domestic food 
assistance programs affect the daily lives of millions of 
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Figure 17.2  �Population Receiving Welfare 
(AFDC and TANF), 1960–2013

Source: Data obtained from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Family Assistance, www.acf 
.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/data-reports/index.htm#tanfdata/.

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) a 
welfare program of block grants to states that 
encourages recipients to work in exchange for time-
limited benefits
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