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To review new 
longitudinal research 

addressing the intent and 
efficacy of SNAP and 

TANF programs in 
reducing poverty

To brainstorm and make 
recommendations in 

consideration of NCSL’s 
federal advocacy policies

To understand how states 
are leveraging federal 

flexibilities in their 
administration of SNAP 

and TANF
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Presentation

Q&A

Small group discussion

Closing and resources 
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Format
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Overview

• For SNAP and TANF, in turn:
• Research highlights on program impacts and what works
• Federal rules and state flexibilities

• Eligibility
• Reach
• Benefits

• Looking forward: Where do we go from here?
• Opportunities for states & case studies
• Additional federal supports that could help states innovate



SNAP



18 million
Children are helped by SNAP each 

month

82%
Of eligible individuals receive   

SNAP benefits

$418
Is the average monthly SNAP           

benefit per family

SNAP is the nation’s largest nutrition 
assistance program



SNAP benefits individuals & society

SNAP reduces 
food insecurity

Receipt of SNAP 
is linked with 
better maternal 
health, higher 
birthweights, & 
better child 
health  

Receipt of SNAP 
is linked with 
improvements in 
children’s 
academic skills 

Receipt of SNAP 
during childhood 
is linked with 
better health and 
greater earnings 
in adulthood

SNAP serves as a 
stabilizer for the 
economy



SNAP reduces child poverty

SNAP lifted 1 
million children 
out of poverty in 
2019.

SNAP reduced 
child poverty by 
11%.

1993, 5%

2019, 11%
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SNAP reduces child deep poverty

SNAP lifted 
600,000 children 
out of deep
poverty in 2019.

SNAP reduced 
child deep
poverty by 21%.

1993, 29%

2019, 21%
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SNAP research highlights: What is working?

• Uniform eligibility rules make benefits available to children in 
almost all families experiencing poverty or near-poverty

• The funding structure is responsive to changing economic 
conditions

• The benefit structure targets assistance to families with the 
fewest resources

• Efforts to make SNAP easier to access and use have been 
broadly successful

• SNAP benefits from having a clear goal: reducing hunger and 
food insecurity



SNAP research highlights: Potential challenges?

• Benefit levels are insufficient to cover costs of a healthy diet; 
food consumption falls throughout the month

• SNAP benefits have less purchasing power in higher-cost areas 
and increases tied to inflation are lagged

• There is a need for more streamlined administrative and 
application processes with other social service programs

• Families participating in SNAP often face multiple barriers to 
self-sufficiency and may struggle to meet SNAP’s work and 
participation requirements



SNAP: Federal rules
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Gross monthly 
household 
income < 130% 
of the poverty 
line

Net monthly 
income (after 
allowable 
deductions) ≤ 
100% of the 
poverty line

Assets (not 
including home) < 
specified 
threshold 
(~$2,750 for 
households 
without an older 
or disabled 
member)

Must meet work 
requirements 
unless a child, 
pregnant woman, 
senior, or 
disabled 
(otherwise limited 
to 3 months of 
SNAP every 3 
years)

For non-disabled 
adults, must be a 
citizen or LPR 
who has lived in 
the US for 5+ 
years; must not 
have been 
convicted of a 
drug felony

Individuals are categorically eligible if all members of the household receive TANF cash assistance or SSI



SNAP: State flexibilities

Eligibility

• Gross income eligibility 
limit

• Income deductions

• Asset tests

• Eligibility for those 
convicted of a drug felony

• Work requirements

• Broad-based categorical 
eligibility

Enrollment & Reach

• Simplifying application & 
verification procedures

• Common application for 
multiple programs

• Recertification timelines 
and requirements

• Information and 
application instructions 
available in multiple 
languages

• Outreach & messaging

Benefits

• Online purchases

• Restaurant meals for 
homeless, elderly, or 
disabled

• Incentives for specific 
types of food (e.g., locally 
grown produce)



SNAP: Additional flexibilities during COVID

Eligibility

• Temporary student 
exemptions

• Able-Bodied Adults 
without Dependents 
(ABAWDs) time limit 
suspension

Enrollment & Reach

• Certification period 
extensions

• Reporting requirement 
adjustments

• Recertification 
procedures

• Waivers for initial and 
recertification 
interview requirements

Benefits

• Emergency allotments

• Replace lost school 
meals through 
pandemic EBT

• Expanded online 
purchases



There is 
considerable 
variation in 
state SNAP 
participation 
rates among 
those eligible

Source: USDA, https://www.fns.usda.gov/usamap#



TANF



1.4 million
Children are helped by TANF

21%
Of families in poverty receive   

TANF benefits

$517
Is the average monthly TANF            

benefit per family

TANF is the nation’s primary cash 
assistance program



Cash assistance benefits individuals & 
society

Increases in 
income from cash 
transfers are 
linked with 
reduced 
involvement with 
child welfare and 
juvenile justice 
systems

Increases in 
income from cash 
transfers are 
linked with better 
maternal health, 
higher 
birthweights, & 
better child 
health  

Increase in 
income from cash 
transfers are 
linked with 
improvements in 
children’s 
academic skills 
and educational 
attainment

Increases in 
income from cash 
transfers are 
linked with better 
health and 
greater earnings 
in adulthood

The value to 
society that flows 
from these 
impacts is equal 
to over 8 times 
the cost

Cash assistance 
helps families 
flexibly meet 
their basic needs
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TANF has a much smaller role in reducing 
child poverty

TANF lifted 
200,000 children 
out of poverty in 
2019.

TANF reduced 
child poverty by 
2%.



1993, 38%

2019, 4%
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TANF’s role in reducing child deep
poverty has substantially declined

TANF lifted 
100,000 children 
out of deep
poverty in 2019.

TANF reduced 
child deep
poverty by 4%.



Cash assistance research highlights: What is working?

• The flexibility of cash is a critical component of economic 
mobility b/c families can have very different needs based on 
their own circumstances

• More frequent (e.g., monthly) payments tend to support great 
economic stability

• In principle, providing cash assistance should have lower 
operating costs

• Larger effects are seen
o When benefits are more generous
o For those with the least resources



TANF research highlights: Potential challenges?

• Limited reach

• TANF restrictions (e.g., sanctions, time limits, expanded 
disregard) were associated with reduced benefits (i.e., increased 
rates of child maltreatment)

• Benefits have not kept up with inflation

• Randomized controlled trials in the 1990s demonstrated that 
work requirements slightly improved short-term employment 
but in unstable jobs where they did not earn enough to escape 
deep poverty



TANF: Funding structure
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Federal funding for the TANF block grant has been set at $16.5 billion each year since 
1996; it has not changed with inflation. State allotments have not changed to account for 
demographic changes or population growth.

To receive federal funds and avoid a fiscal penalty, states must also spend some of their 
own dollars, known as “maintenance of effort” (MOE) spending. 

States can use federal TANF and state MOE dollars to meet any of the four purposes set 
out in the 1996 law: (1) assisting families in need; (2) reducing dependency by promoting 
job preparation, work, & marriage; (3) prevent pregnancy among unmarried persons; (4) 
encourage 2-parent families.



TANF: 
categories of 

spending

Source: USDA, https://www.fns.usda.gov/usamap#



TANF: Federal cash assistance guidelines
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Cash assistance 
should only be 
provided to 
“needy” families

Cash assistance 
cannot be 
provided from 
federal funds for 
longer than 60 
months to a 
family that 
includes an adult 
recipient

TANF 
participants are 
required to assign 
their rights to 
child support to 
the state

States must meet 
work 
participation rate 
(WPR) targets or 
face a penalty; 
states are also 
required to 
impose a sanction 
for non-
compliance 
without good 
cause

For non-disabled 
adults, must be a 
citizen or legal 
permanent 
resident (LPR) 
who has lived in 
the US for 5+ 
years; must not 
have been 
convicted of a 
drug felony



TANF: State flexibilities

Eligibility

• Income eligibility thresholds 
(and earned income 
disregards for existing TANF 
participants)

• Asset limits

• Job search and work 
requirements

• State funds can be used to 
provide benefits to recent 
immigrants (<5 years)

• Adjust/lift restrictions for 
those convicted of a drug 
felony

Enrollment & Reach

• Simplifying rules and 
minimizing additional 
requirements

• Simplifying application & 
documentation procedures

• Common application for 
multiple programs

• Recertification timelines 
and requirements

• Information and application 
instructions available in 
multiple languages

• Outreach & messaging 
focused on reducing stigma

Benefits

• Set own benefit levels

• Pass-throughs that allow 
families to keep portion of 
child support payments

• Sanction policies

• Set own time limits, allow 
exceptions

• Offer transitional assistance



TANF: Additional flexibilities during COVID

Eligibility

• Whether expanded UI 
benefits counted as 
income

• Up-front job search and 
work requirements

• Behavioral 
requirements (e.g., 
minimum GPA for 
dependent children)

• Asset limits

Enrollment & Reach

• Adjust recertification 
procedures

• Waive initial and 
recertification 
interview requirements

• Creating/expanding 
virtual learning 
opportunities

Benefits

• Additional federal 
funds to help finance 
nonrecurrent short-
term (NRST) benefits

• Work sanctions

• Time limits



There is 
considerable 
variation in 
state TANF-
to-poverty 

ratios

Source: USDA, https://www.fns.usda.gov/usamap#



State 
variation in 

receipt rates 
have 

increased 
over time

Source: USDA, https://www.fns.usda.gov/usamap#



There is considerable variation in state TANF benefit 
levels … and that variation has increased over time



There is 
considerable 
variation in 

state 
sanction 
policies

Source: USDA, https://www.fns.usda.gov/usamap#



Looking forward:
Where do we go from here?



Opportunities for states: Overview/Approach

• Approach program design and 
implementation with an 
“investment” lens
• Keep in mind both short- and long-

term goals and benefits (to families and 
community)

• Think about eligibility in the context of 
need

• Think about benefit levels in terms of a 
“therapeutic dose”



Opportunities to develop research-driven 
program goals & performance measures

• Develop concrete measurable goals
• Short-term: family stability
• Long-term: family self-sufficiency

• Collect data to better 
understand specific needs of the 
community you serve



Opportunities to develop research-driven 
program goals & performance measures

• Align performance measures to 
those goals
• Short-term: e.g., program reach, use 

of services, basic needs met
• Long-term: e.g., progress toward 

goals, education/training, stable 
employment, earnings

• Collect a range of data to measure 
progress towards those goals

Source: Washington State’s WorkFirst Performance Chartbook



Opportunities to improve reach & access

• Use data to understand barriers to 
access within the community you serve

• Remove restrictions that are outdated, 
overly onerous (based on family 
experiences data), and not evidence-
based

• Facilitate access to a range of supports 
via integrated intake and service 
centers

• Streamline administrative processes 
and reduce administrative burden



Opportunities to improve program impact

• Invest in the core programs that have 
been shown to be effective at 
supporting families’ short- and long-
term wellbeing

• Ensure benefit levels are sufficient to 
meet need

• Support use of cross-program benefits, 
integrated services, and transitional 
supports

• Provide individualized goal-oriented 
services that address barriers to 
success



Expand funding to improve 
services

• For programs to keep up with 
inflation and effectively meet 
needs of recipients 

• For programs to respond 
flexibly to changing need and 
circumstances

Expand funding for 
modernization

• For states to streamline 
administrative processes and 
reduce administrative burden

• For states to collect data on 
performance measures & 
pursue opportunities to test 
potential improvements

Federal supports that can help states 
innovate



Balance state flexibility with effective 
national standards

• Where possible:

• Simplify federal rules

• Coordinate rules and reporting 
requirements across programs to 
facilitate common application process

• Provide federal minimum benchmarks 
for benefits & eligibility (TANF)

Re-evaluate program goals and 
performance standards

• Clearly define program goals

• Incentivize states to spend more of their 
funds on cash assistance and work 
activities (TANF)

• Shift focus of accountability measures 
from compliance to serving families in 
need and supporting economic mobility

• Create opportunities for states to test 
and formally evaluate whether new 
approaches have a measurable impact 
on outcomes linked to program goals

Federal supports that can help states 
innovate



Key take-aways

• SNAP and TANF have incredible potential to reduce poverty and 
economic hardship, which has tangible and important benefits 
for individual families, the communities in which they live, and 
public coffers

• There is considerable variation in the reach and impact of these 
programs across states

• This means that you, as state leaders, have incredible power in 
making sure families have access to these programs and that 
they are successful at supporting family economic stability & 
mobility 



Questions?



Thank you!
dthomson@childtrends.org



Protective role of social safety net programs

Percent Decreases in Child Poverty Rates Based on the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), 
Attributable to Programs that Make up the Social Safety Net, 1993 and 2019

46



Protective role of social safety net 
programs against child deep poverty

Percent Decreases in Child Deep Poverty Rates, Based on the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), 
Attributable to Programs that Make up the Social Safety Net, 1993 and 2019

17



There is considerable variation in the extent 
to which states allocate funds to cash 
assistance

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
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Closing
NCSL Contact Information and Additional Resources
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Register Today

NCSL Webinar

SNAP Employment and Training: 
Optimizing Partnerships to Boost 

Economic Security 

Friday, May 5, from 2 – 3:15 p.m. ET 

Register

https://www.ncslcommunities.org/engage/eventapi__router?event=a1U5G00000FndAe
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NCSL Resources

o Economic Mobility Legislation 

Database

o 2022 Economic Mobility Legislative 

Trends Report

o Child Tax Credit Overview

o Earned Income Tax Credit Overview

o Introduction to Benefits Cliffs and 

Public Assistance Programs

o Addressing Benefits Cliffs Brief

o Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program Overview

https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/economic-mobility-enacted-legislation-database
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/economic-mobility-enacted-legislation-database
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/2022-economic-mobility-legislative-trends-report
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/2022-economic-mobility-legislative-trends-report
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-tax-credit-overview
https://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/earned-income-tax-credits-for-working-families.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/introduction-to-benefits-cliffs-and-public-assistance-programs
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/introduction-to-benefits-cliffs-and-public-assistance-programs
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/addressing-benefits-cliffs.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program.aspx
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Child Trends Resources

o Lessons from a Historic Decline in Child 

Poverty: Chapter 3. The Role of the 

Social Safety Net in Protecting Children 

from Poverty

o Data on Families With Low Incomes 

Across America Can Inform Two-

Generation Approaches

o State-level Data for Understanding Child 
Poverty

https://www.childtrends.org/publications/lessons-from-a-historic-decline-in-child-poverty-role-of-the-social-safety-net-in-protecting-children-from-poverty
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/lessons-from-a-historic-decline-in-child-poverty-role-of-the-social-safety-net-in-protecting-children-from-poverty
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/lessons-from-a-historic-decline-in-child-poverty-role-of-the-social-safety-net-in-protecting-children-from-poverty
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/lessons-from-a-historic-decline-in-child-poverty-role-of-the-social-safety-net-in-protecting-children-from-poverty
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/data-on-families-with-low-incomes-across-america-can-inform-two-generation-approaches
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/data-on-families-with-low-incomes-across-america-can-inform-two-generation-approaches
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/data-on-families-with-low-incomes-across-america-can-inform-two-generation-approaches
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/state-level-data-for-understanding-child-poverty
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/state-level-data-for-understanding-child-poverty
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Thank you
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