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In 1996 the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act was signed into
law, and the nation waited to see if welfare
reform would truly “end welfare as we know it.”
Block grant funding and administrative devolu-
tion gave the states a chance to move beyond
pilot programs and prove that they could transi-
tion people off welfare more efficiently and effec-
tively than the federal government. As a result,
caseloads have dropped by more than half.

Congress is currently debating the reauthoriza-
tion of PRWORA, and there are a variety of per-
spectives on the direction welfare reform should
now take. It is useful to look at the policy decisions
states have made over the past seven years and com-
pare the results. This paper emphasizes the positive
policy choices made by states regarding welfare
reform implementation—choices that encourage
personal responsibility and self-sufficiency.

Strong structural reforms in a state’s welfare

system—including time limits, sanctions, and nar-
row definitions of work activity—lay the founda-
tion for successful reorganization. Idaho, Ohio,
Wisconsin, and Wyoming combined those re-
forms with positive quantitative outcomes and
received the highest grade of A. California and
New York, the states with the largest welfare case-
loads, will struggle to maintain their C grades in
the coming years since they lack programs that
encourage self-sufficency. Vermont received the
lowest of the failing grades, including the lowest
grade on implementation of structural reforms
required for a successful state welfare program.

Strained state budgets, a fluctuating economy,
and new “pet programs” packed into welfare reau-
thorization will all change the face of welfare over
the next several years. This study offers analysis of
state welfare reform implementation in the pres-
ent and can serve as a baseline for tracking welfare
reauthorization program changes in the future.
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Jenifer Zeigler is a welfare policy analyst with the Cato Institute.

No. 529 October 19, 2004



Introduction

The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996
made great strides in welfare reform. The leg-
islation reflected ideas and programs that
were already being tried on the state level and
granted the states flexibility to continue
experimentation with new methods of wel-
fare reform. Many people consider PRWORA
a success because welfare rolls have dropped
significantly; yet that cannot be the only
measure by which reform achievement is
evaluated, as many factors contribute to the
reduction of welfare rolls. Only time will tell
what role the healthy economy of the late
1990s played, if people who are removed
from the rolls can maintain employment and
stay off welfare, and if reduced child poverty
is a product of welfare reform efforts.

The new Temporary Assistance to Needy
Families program places cash assistance in
the states’ hands to distribute, with work
requirement and time limit guidelines. The
results have been impressive—not only did
welfare caseloads drop 58 percent between
1996 and 2002,1 but the employment rate for
never-married single mothers rose from 46 to
68 percent during roughly the same time
period.2

The greatest result welfare reform could
produce would be the elimination of the wel-
fare system. PRWORA removed the entitle-
ment to cash assistance and now sends the
message that welfare is meant to be tempo-
rary, not a way of life. As welfare administra-
tion continues to devolve from the federal
government to the states, and eventually to
more local levels, communities will effective-
ly assume responsibility for the welfare sys-
tem. Those localities, held accountable by
local residents and voters, will begin to find
innovative ways to meet the needs of the
poor, using charitable organizations and
encouraging civil society solutions rather
than relying on government.

Pilot programs, waivers, and the flexible
guidelines of the block grant system allow
states to experiment with programs and

make policy decisions that best serve their
citizens. This report card is designed to
review and compare the structural reforms
states have implemented and the quantita-
tive results those programs have produced.

State Grades

Welfare reform has allowed states the flex-
ibility to spend money and implement pro-
grams that will help recipients escape wel-
fare’s “cycle of dependence.” The idea behind
welfare reform was to provide recipients with
job experience for a better transition into the
job market, rather than to give them cash
handouts for doing nothing. With job skills
and an incentive to hurry off the rolls (time
limits), families have been leaving welfare in
record numbers.

This report card grades each state on pro-
gram and performance measures. It is just as
important to evaluate the programs a state has
instituted (structural reforms) as the results of
those reforms (quantitative results). It is neces-
sary that states reduce caseloads and poverty
rates, but if they are not establishing sound
welfare policies that will sustain self-sufficien-
cy, many people in need will never completely
escape the system.

Unfortunately, as the scope of evaluation
increases, so do the number of variables.
Structural reforms evaluated in this report
card are influenced by a number of significant
variables. States will always have different
demographics; some welfare populations are
aggregated in urban areas, and some states
have higher immigrant populations. Policies
have different effects on each state as a result
of its diverse populations. Moreover, the stag-
gered implementation of most welfare reform
policies means that some programs may not
have had time to produce results. States
receive the same credit for implementing a
policy, whether a state implemented the pro-
gram directly after welfare reform or only last
year. Some programs also take time to pro-
duce results, especially programs designed to
discourage self-defeating behavior such as
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teenage pregnancy. Finally, states handle
external influences, such as economic cycles,
differently. Although many states follow the
national economic trend, they may experience
economic change at different times.

Some components of sound welfare reform
policy are not best measured quantitatively. It
is difficult to place a numeric value on struc-
tural reforms that encourage self-sufficiency
and personal responsibility. The quantitative
results used in the report card are certainly
indicators of successful welfare reform, but
they cannot reflect important accomplish-
ments such as encouraging community orga-
nizations to take over social services or chang-
ing the perception of welfare as a safety net
rather than a lifestyle subsidy.

As a result of the numerous variables and
incomplete measurements, the correlation
between successful structural reforms and
positive quantitative results is not perfect.
Although a relationship between reforms and
results exists, this report card was not
designed to establish or highlight that rela-
tionship. Rather, criteria were selected that
would reflect the direction of a state’s welfare
policy. Both quantitative and qualitative mea-
sures are necessary to see each state’s welfare
reform implementation in its entirety. 

The states with the highest grades ranked
in the top third of the states in both structur-
al reforms and quantitative measures. Those
states recognized that it is important to re-
duce rolls and rates in the short term (high

3

The greatest
result welfare
reform could
produce would be
the elimination
of the welfare 
system.

Table 1
Overall Grades

State Overall Score Letter Grade State Overall Score Letter Grade

Idaho 76 A Delaware 52 C
Ohio 74 A Montana 51 C
Wyoming 72 A West Virginia 50 C
Wisconsin 71 A Arkansas 50 C
Florida 68 B Oregon 50 C
Connecticut 63 B Alabama 49 D
Virginia 62 B Kentucky 49 D
Illinois 61 B Oklahoma 49 D
New Jersey 60 B Tennessee 46 D
Indiana 60 B Massachusetts 44 D
Iowa 60 B Nevada 43 D
Maryland 58 C Michigan 43 D
California 58 C Pennsylvania 43 D
South Carolina 57 C Texas 40 D
Arizona 57 C Minnesota 40 D
New York 57 C Alaska 40 D
Georgia 56 C Nebraska 38 F
North Carolina 55 C Rhode Island 38 F
Colorado 55 C Utah 37 F
Washington 55 C New Hampshire 36 F
Hawaii 55 C D.C. 36 F
South Dakota 54 C Maine 36 F
Louisiana 54 C North Dakota 36 F
Kansas 53 C Missouri 36 F
Mississippi 53 C Vermont 21 F
New Mexico 52 C



quantitative results score) as well as prepare
work policies, time limits, sanctions, and fam-
ily caps (high structural reforms score).

It is not surprising to see Wisconsin
receive an A, since much of PRWORA was
modeled on the Wisconsin Works (W2) sys-
tem, one of the first innovations in state wel-
fare reform in the 1990s. However, it is Idaho
that earns the highest cumulative average of
76. The two other states receiving As (scoring
a 70 or above) are Wyoming and Ohio.

Seven states scored between 60 and 69,
earning a B. There were 20 C states (scoring
between 50 and 59), and 11 D grades went to
states with scores of 40 to 49. Nine states aver-
aged below 40 and receive failing grades for
their implementation of welfare reform. The
jurisdictions receiving Fs are the District of
Columbia, Maine, Missouri, Nebraska, New
Hampshire, North Dakota, Rhode Island,
Utah, and Vermont. Vermont received the low-
est score of 21 (see Table 1).

Criteria for Reform

This report card grades each criterion on a
scale of 0 to 100. Some criteria are weighted
at half value such that points scale from 0 to
50. There are five whole-weight credits (500
points total) for the structural reforms side
and five whole-weight credits for the quanti-
tative results side.

On the structural reforms section of the
report card, each state’s specific program is cat-
egorized for grading purposes. A state’s score is
based not just on whether or not a given pro-
gram exists but also on that program’s intensi-
ty or stringency. Programs mandated by TANF
are graded by how liberal the exemptions are or
how diligent enforcement is.

When comparing results for each state’s
implementation, the report card evaluates
numbers over the life of PRWORA. That is
important because many caseloads and
poverty rates peaked between 1994 and 1996.
Thus, comparing 1996 data (the last year
before implementation) with current num-
bers (often 2001 or 2002 are the most recent

available) allows for the greatest spectrum of
change. As more recent years are reported, we
can evaluate the effects of state welfare pro-
grams through the good economic times of
the late 1990s and during the economic slow-
down of the past few years.

Grades in the quantitative results section
are based on rankings among the states. The
state ranked first—such as Wyoming for great-
est caseload decline—receives 100 points. The
state ranked last—such as Arkansas for decline
in the child poverty rate—receives 0 point. This
is a standard measure of comparison since it is
how states are evaluated by federal welfare
administrators for performance-based grants
and bonuses. All numbers are “rates” (changes
as a percentage of that state’s population)
allowing appropriate comparisons between
Wyoming, which has the lowest welfare popu-
lation, and California, which has the highest.

Appendix A provides detailed measures
and explanations thereof. Appendix B gives
summaries of policies and outcomes for each
jurisdiction.

Structural Reforms

The new block grant system gives states
some flexibility in welfare reform implemen-
tation. How they choose to implement indi-
vidual policies or exercise certain sanctions
reflects the priorities of the states. This sec-
tion explains how state policies are turned
into report card scores for comparing each
state’s structural reforms.

Prevention Measures
Family Caps. PRWORA authorized states

to impose a family cap, which would deny
increased TANF benefits to women on welfare
who have additional children. Twenty-three
states have established such caps3 (Appendix
A, Table A-1). Family caps show recipients that
welfare is a temporary safety net, not a subsidy
for a life of dependence. If a family is not mak-
ing it on its own, creating another mouth to
feed is not the path to self-sufficiency.

Since a family cap is an elective policy,
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states can decide whether or how best to
implement it. The report card grades states on
whether or not they use the family cap option
and, if so, to what degree. The State Policy
Documentation Project4 categorized states
that have family cap policies, and those cate-
gories are used here to issue grades. States are
scored using the following system: 100 points
for states with the strongest family cap sanc-
tion (i.e., states that do not give any cash
increase for an additional child); 85 points for
states that have family caps with a less dra-
matic sanction policy—the state does not halt
cash increments but reduces the level; 70
points for states that technically have a family
cap policy but rather than reduce the incre-
mental benefit issue payment in the form of a
voucher or to a third-party payee; and 0 points
for a state with no family cap policy. The
issued grade is divided by half (the score is out
of 50 points), since the family cap policy rep-
resents only half of the full-weight score for
prevention measures.

Teens at Home. PRWORA requires unmar-
ried mothers under the age of 18 to remain in
school and live with an adult. That was a pri-
ority in welfare reform since, by the early
1990s, half of unwed teen mothers would go
on welfare within one year of the birth of their
first child and an additional 25 percent were
on welfare within five years.5 Nearly 55 percent
of welfare expenditures are attributable to
families that begin with a birth to a teenager.6

High school dropouts are roughly three
times more likely to end up in poverty than
are people who complete at least a high
school education.7 If dropouts do find jobs,
their wages are likely to be low. Wages for
high school dropouts have declined (in infla-
tion-adjusted terms) by 24 percent over 26
years.8 As the U.S. Department of Education
warns, “In terms of employment, earnings,
and family formation, dropouts from high
school face difficulties in making the transi-
tion to the adult world.”9

The economic impact is intergenerational,
affecting children as well as their teenage par-
ents. Children whose parents have not com-
pleted high school are far more likely to live in

poverty than children whose parents are more
educated. Simply put, more education equals
less poverty, a relationship that extends across
all ethnic groups but is particularly pro-
nounced for African Americans.10

TANF allows high school attendance to
fulfill the work requirement for minor teen
mothers, who are supposed to remain in a
parent’s home while finishing school. All
states are required to implement this policy,
but the specific guidelines are at the discre-
tion of each state.

States that have strong minor living
arrangement policies with few exemptions
were awarded 100 points (Appendix A, Table
A-2). Acceptable exemptions include narrowly
defined “good cause,” neglect, or abuse con-
cerns. Eighty-five points were awarded to
states with regulations that allowed single
teen mothers to live “independently in an
approved arrangement” or had more liberal
exceptions, such as the teen parent being close
to age 18. In both cases, the grade is then divid-
ed by two to reflect the half-weight given this
measure. Finally, 0 point was awarded to states
that technically have a “minor living arrange-
ment” policy but include broad definitions
and extensive exceptions that make the feder-
al law ineffective. Examples include exempting
a teen who has lived away from her family for
a year or is “successfully living on her own.”
Just how “successful” is a teenager living on
her own if she has an out-of-wedlock pregnan-
cy and needs welfare assistance? We again
divide the scores by two, as this policy repre-
sents the other half of the full-weight score for
prevention measures.

Work Policy
PRWORA’s addition of work require-

ments to TANF benefits was one of the most
substantial changes to the welfare system. By
2002 half of each state’s eligible caseload had
to be engaged in “work-related activities” at
least 30 hours per week. Ninety percent of
two-parent families on TANF had to be work-
ing 35 hours per week.

The Department of Health and Human
Services divides jobs that qualify for work par-
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ticipation credit into 14 categories for report-
ing purposes. Of those allowable work activity
categories under TANF, seven are activities in
which the recipient is actually working.

Acceptable work activities, for grading pur-
poses, include subsidized and unsubsidized
employment (public and private), community
service, on-the-job training, and work experi-
ence (Appendix A, Table A-3). Unacceptable
activities include job search, job skills training,
adult basic education/English as a second lan-
guage classes, education directly related to
employment, and vocational training. Those
are not considered actual work activities
because they are education based and do not
provide actual work experience.

The Work Policy grade consists of two half
weights, “good work policy” and “bad work
policy.” Under each of the seven “actually
working” categories, a state receives 50 points
for each category the state allows to count
toward work participation. The less flexibility
a state allows in a particular category, the
fewer points awarded. The “actually working”
categories are then averaged for a Good Work
Policy score. For the remaining categories,
which do not provide job experience, states are
awarded 50 points for each category not
included under the definition of “work.” The
less flexibility a state allows in a “bad work pol-
icy” category, the more points awarded.

Administrative Measures
Diversion. Since PRWORA eliminated enti-

tlement to welfare, states have been free to put
conditions on the receipt of benefits. Thirty-
four states and the District of Columbia have
used this authority to establish diversion pro-
grams that prevent potential welfare recipi-
ents, particularly those considered job ready or
who have another potential source of income,
from ever entering the system.11

Generally, diversion programs fall into one
of three categories (Appendix A, Table A-4).
Most common are diversion programs that
provide “lump-sum payments” in lieu of wel-
fare benefits.12 Those programs assist families
facing an immediate financial crisis or short-
term need. The family is given a single cash

payment in the hope that the immediate prob-
lem can be taken care of without the need to
go on welfare. In fact, a family is usually pre-
cluded from going on welfare for a period of
time after accepting a diversion payment.

Most states do not restrict how lump-sum
payments may be used; they have been used
to pay off back debts, as well as for childcare,
car repairs, medical bills, rent, clothing, and
utility bills. Recipients may also use lump-
sum payments for work-related expenses,
such as purchasing tools, uniforms, and busi-
ness licenses. A few states restrict the use of
lump-sum payments to job-related needs,
although that definition can be interpreted
broadly. For example, even moving expenses
for a new job may qualify.13

Another common diversion approach is a
“mandatory applicant job search,” used by 27
states. Under that approach, welfare appli-
cants are required to seek employment before
they become eligible for benefits. In most cases
the state will assist with the job search by pro-
viding job contacts and leads, access to a
“resource room” where applicants can prepare
résumés and conduct job searches, or classes
in job search skills. States may also provide
childcare and transportation assistance.

Finally, eight states have programs designed
to encourage welfare applicants to use “alter-
native resources” before receiving TANF bene-
fits. Those programs generally do not have spe-
cific guidelines but amount to caseworkers
encouraging would-be applicants to seek help
from family, private charity, or other govern-
ment programs.14 Even in states with alterna-
tive resource referral programs, this approach
is the least used, possibly because it is poorly
understood by potential recipients and re-
quires extensive caseworker involvement.

The success of state diversion efforts has
been somewhat difficult to gauge, in part be-
cause there has been limited implementation
and in part because there are no tracking mech-
anisms. State TANF systems are designed to
track people participating in TANF, not those
diverted from it. TANF administrators make a
greater effort to track lump-sum recipients
since they receive cash; however, tracking of
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those referred to charity or other alternative
resources is almost entirely at the discretion of
local authorities. Administrators usually do not
track applicants required to participate in
prebenefit job search programs, unless they
subsequently receive TANF. Without a compre-
hensive reporting system, diverted applicants
may show up on TANF reports as “denied,”
“incomplete,” “withdrawn,” or “other.”15

However, the limited data available pro-
vide reason for optimism. In Utah and
Virginia, the states that have the most exten-
sive tracking information, between 81 and 85
percent of those initially diverted do not sub-
sequently reapply for TANF.16

For our purposes, grading the existence of
a program is the only option since results are
not consistently available. This study uses a
comparison of diversion programs by George
Washington University’s Center for Health
Policy Research, and scores are based on the
availability of diversion options. The CHPR
separates diversion programs into the three
previously mentioned categories of lump
sum, job search, and alternative resources.17

If a state used all three methods of diversion,
it received a perfect score of 100. If a state
implemented two of the three categories, it
received 85 points. States with one diversion
option got 70 points, and no points were
awarded to states that did not implement
any diversion program.

Time Limits. Before welfare reform, pride
and self-determination were the main forces
driving recipients off welfare. Unfortunately,
many people were comfortable with the
lifestyle welfare benefits provided and saw no
need to work their way out of the system.
They had been told that welfare benefits were
an entitlement, and with no end in sight,
some dependents made welfare a way of life.

In an effort to deter such “career recipi-
ents,” PRWORA set limits to how long a per-
son can receive welfare. The federal TANF
program imposes a lifetime limit of 60
months (five years). States could reduce that
period or continue to support recipients after
that time with their maintenance-of-effort
(MOE) money18 or other state funds. States

could also exempt up to 20 percent of their
cases from the limit, and “child-only” cases—
in which only the children in the family qual-
ify for benefits—are not subject to federal
time limits.19

Since caseloads include on-again, off-
again recipients, many recipients are just now
reaching the overall five-year moratorium on
aid. As recipients began to hit the federal
time limit, states have struggled with the
decision to kick families off the rolls or con-
tinue paying benefits from scarce state funds.
Eighteen states have been spared the dilem-
ma as they were granted waivers before
PRWORA that allow for the exclusion of all
or part of their caseloads from time limits.
States have implemented categorical exemp-
tions for various recipients, choosing to con-
tinue funding with their own money.20 It will
be interesting to see how state policies
change as more and more recipients begin to
reach their time limits, especially if state bud-
gets continue to be stretched.

For grading purposes, if a state has no
time limit, it receives no points. If a state has
no lifetime limit but does have a periodic
limit (such as 24 out of 60 months), or if the
state has a time limit equivalent to the feder-
al limit (60 months), it receives 50 points.
However, states with a 60-month limit can
receive 75 points if they have shorter period-
ic limits within the 60-month lifetime limit
(such as 36 months of ineligibility after 24
month of receipt). Finally, states that have
implemented benefit limits more stringent
than those of the federal government receive
75, 85, or 100 points, based on the brevity of
the lifetime limit and whether it is coupled
with periodic limits (Appendix A, Table A-5).

Sanctions. Obviously, it is not enough for
states to promulgate new welfare policies;
those policies must be enforced. If welfare
recipients fail to meet work requirements or
violate other stipulations of a state’s welfare
policy, penalties must be imposed. Modest
sanctions tend to deduct only the adult por-
tion of the TANF benefit, not punishing any
children in the household and thereby reduc-
ing the benefit only minimally. States with
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the most stringent sanctions withhold the
entire TANF benefit upon the first violation.
Then there are sanction policies that fall
along the spectrum, allowing multiple viola-
tions as benefits are gradually reduced or
withheld.21

Michael New, postdoctoral fellow at the
Harvard-MIT Data Center, evaluated the
effectiveness of sanctions in a Cato Institute
Policy Analysis titled “Welfare Reform That
Works.” New found that a state’s sanction
policy could affect caseload decline by as
much as 20 percent, through both the indi-
rect effect of encouraging recipients to leave
the rolls and the direct effect of ending their
eligibility.22 Not only is there a relationship
between state sanction policy and caseload
decline, New found, but that relationship is
constant over several years.23

Sanctions are not successful because they
throw recipients off welfare; rather they serve
as a threat of actual consequences for failing
to meet requirements or reaching time limits.
Only about 6 percent of those leaving welfare
have done so because of sanction enforce-
ment.24 However, states vary widely in the
percentage of their caseloads affected by
sanctions. For example, in an average month
in 1998, almost 30 percent of case closures in
North Carolina were due to sanctions, while
fewer than 1 percent of closures in California,
Oklahoma, and Nebraska were sanction
related.25

New’s study uses the HHS categories for
state sanction policy: partial, graduated, and
full sanctions (Appendix A, Table A-6). Full
family sanctions, the strongest a state can
apply, affect the entire TANF check at the
first instance of nonperformance. States with
graduated sanctioning do not sanction the
entire TANF check at the first instance of
nonperformance but do so after multiple
infractions. Finally, states with partial sanc-
tions are those that sanction only the adult
portion of the TANF check, even after repeat-
ed infractions. Partial sanctions enable recip-
ients to retain the bulk of their TANF bene-
fits, even if they fail to perform workfare or
other required activities.26

This report card awards 100 points for full
sanctions, 50 points for graduated sanctions,
and 0 points for partial sanctions.

Quantitative Results

Forty years ago, President Lyndon B.
Johnson declared a War on Poverty and cre-
ated “welfare as we know it.” Welfare case-
loads rose dramatically; by 1995 nearly five
million families were receiving welfare bene-
fits,27 and nearly one in seven children lived
in a household that received welfare.28

In the 1990s, under state and federal wel-
fare reform, the tide began to turn. As case-
loads began to level off, the federal govern-
ment granted states waivers and approved
pilot programs so states could experiment
with welfare reform. By the mid-1990s, some
states began to see a decline in their welfare
rolls. Federal welfare reform legislation
passed in 1996, and by March 2002 caseloads
had been reduced by 64 percent from their
1994 peak.29 That represented the fewest wel-
fare recipients since 1961.30 Policymakers, the
media, and the public generally consider wel-
fare reform a success because of the signifi-
cant reduction in caseloads.

While all observers recognize that rolls
have been reduced, experts differ on what has
contributed most to caseload declines. There
is no simple answer. Welfare reform has been a
success for a number of reasons. The econom-
ic boom of the late 1990s offered substantial
economic and job growth, which obviously
had a positive effect on reducing welfare rolls.
Yet reform has certainly been a success in its
own right. A 1999 report by the President’s
Council of Economic Advisers suggested that
only about 10 percent of the caseload decline
following reform was due to the improved
economy. However, roughly 30 percent of the
prereform decline between 1993 and 1996 was
the result of economic growth. The study con-
cluded that PRWORA was responsible for a
third of caseload decline.31

New evaluated the relationship between
economic growth and caseload decline by
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using the growth in real per capita income as a
measure of a state’s economic growth. He
found that there was a modest relationship—
about a 5 percent difference in caseload
decline—between states with strong economies
and states with weak ones.32

Grading of the quantitative results is
based on each jurisdiction’s rank in compar-
ison with the other states and the District of
Columbia. Each rank then receives corre-
sponding points. The state with the best
results gets 100 points; the state with the
worst gets 0. For criteria that only count for
half a weighted grade, the points spread
between 50 and 0. 

Caseload Reductions
The greatest decline in welfare rolls

occurred in the first two years following the
enactment of welfare reform. Caseloads
began to level out in most states by 1998, and
some states that experienced the most signif-
icant initial declines began to see caseloads
inch back up. New Mexico, for example,
reduced its rolls by almost half in the first
two years following reform, then had a near-
ly 25 percent increase in 1999. Delaware,
Tennessee, and Wisconsin also saw their case-
loads increase, after initial reductions.33 As
the economy began to slow in 2001 and
2002, the era of declining caseloads came to a
close. In 2002, 26 states experienced higher
caseloads than the year before, although all
state caseloads remained significantly below
prereform levels (Appendix A, Table A-7).34

As previously mentioned, for purposes of
grading, this paper compares federal case-
loads between 1996 (the last year before wel-
fare reform implementation) and 2002 (the
most recent year for which data are available).
States are evaluated on their current federal
caseload35 as a percentage of their prereform
caseload and then ranked in comparison
with other states’ percentages. Grades are
based on each state’s ranking.

Poverty Rate and Child Poverty Rate
Poverty rates mirrored the success of case-

load reductions as national poverty rates

declined every year after reform until 2001.
Even though 2002’s slow economy caused a
minor uptick in poverty rates, they continue to
remain well below prereform rates (Appendix
A, Table A-8).36

Most significant, poverty rates declined for
women, children, and minorities, groups that
were thought to be most at risk. Many critics
of welfare reform issued dire predictions, fore-
casting at the time PRWORA was passed that
more than a million children would be thrown
into poverty.37 Instead, child poverty rates
declined from 20.5 percent in 1996 to 16.2
percent in 2000, the lowest level in more than
20 years.38

Although the reductions in overall pover-
ty and child poverty are successes, it is impor-
tant to evaluate those results separately.
Therefore, reduction in the child poverty rate
alone represents half of the poverty reduc-
tion grade, and overall poverty rate decline is
the other half weight.

Teen Birthrate
For many women, having a child out of

wedlock leads to a lifetime of poverty. Once
on welfare, single mothers often find it very
difficult to escape. Although the average
recipient remains on welfare for less than two
years,39 by the early 1990s almost 40 percent
of all never-married mothers on welfare
remained on the rolls for 10 years or longer.40

Teen mothers now account for roughly 26
percent of all out-of-wedlock births. That fig-
ure, however, may understate the severity of
the problem. Women who give birth out of
wedlock as teens frequently go on to have
additional children out of wedlock. More
than a third of all out-of-wedlock births are
to mothers who had their first child as
unwed teenagers.41

It is essential that states reduce teenage
pregnancy if there is to be any hope of ending
welfare dependence. If states can dissuade
young women from giving birth out of wed-
lock in their teenage years, more women will
complete school and have a better chance for
a self-sufficient future. Reduction in births
to teenagers is a measure on the report card,
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because it shows whether states are laying the
groundwork to break the cycle of welfare
dependence.

Birthrates are measured by the number of
births to teenage women (age 15 to 19) per
1,000 teenagers in each state. Teenage
birthrates peaked nationally at 61.8 in 1991
and have fallen 27 percent in the past
decade.42 However, the decline in births to
teenagers may simply reflect a trend of
decline in all births—fewer teens are having
babies just as fewer women overall are having
babies.43 Thus, this criterion has been broken
into two measures, each receiving a half
weight: reduction in teenage birthrate and
reduction in the number of births to
teenagers as a percentage of all births
(Appendix A, Table A-9).

Work Participation
PRWORA requires states to have at least

50 percent of eligible welfare recipients partic-
ipating in work activities by 2002.44 Thus far,
that mandate has not had much “bite.”
During almost every reporting period to date,
states have not had to meet work require-
ments because they have received “caseload
reduction credits,” which more than cover
their obligations. The caseload reduction
credit loophole of PRWORA allows a state to
count the percent by which it reduces its case-
load toward its work requirement, in a one-to-
one ratio. Therefore, if a state reduces its case-
load by 50 percent, it has met its 50 percent
work requirement.

In addition, individuals paid with state
MOE dollars are not considered part of that
state’s “caseload” for purposes of determin-
ing work participation rates. As a result,
many states have chosen to aid their “hard to
employ” and two-parent families (who are
required to meet a higher, 90 percent, partic-
ipation rate) with MOE funds. It is impor-
tant to note that as more recipients exhaust
their federal time limits—or if work require-
ments become more difficult to meet (higher
minimum hours, more narrow definitions of
“work activities”)—states will be forced to
choose whether or not to be the final safety

net. That will require funds beyond the oblig-
atory MOE, and states currently do not have
much money to spare.

As a result of the caseload reduction cred-
its, waivers, and the ability to support cases
with nonfederal funds, every state and the
District of Columbia met their single-parent
work requirement in 2002.45

Since work requirements are such an
important part of welfare reform, work-relat-
ed criteria are two of the five weighted mea-
sures of the quantitative results grade.

States are graded using the official work
participation rates reported to the Department
of Health and Human Services. Regardless of
caseload reduction credits and MOE funding
shifts, states were playing by the rules HHS
gave them, and they should be evaluated on
their ability to meet or exceed those require-
ments. However, it is also important to look at
the actual work participation rates, since with-
out credits only five states would have met
their single-parent participation requirements,
and only two states would have met the two-
parent standard.46 Through credits, 17 states
were able to reduce their work requirement to
zero, and 16 states have carried over AFDC
waivers47 that reduce or override TANF work
requirements. Absent waivers, exemptions, and
credits, the national participation rate for
recipients in actual work activities would be
less than 30 percent.48

States have made it very hard on them-
selves by not striving to meet the work
requirement guidelines, regardless of credits.
With weakened economies and tighter bud-
gets, states are going to have to figure out
how to create jobs for welfare recipients to
meet work requirements and how to fund
the administrative oversight such regulations
require.

Reported work participation numbers are
important for determining state compliance.
However, since reported numbers are not a
true reflection of a state’s effort to place recip-
ients in actual jobs, that measure receives only
half a weighted grade.

To determine how many recipients are
“actually working,” work participation was
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calculated using the same category system ref-
erenced under the Work Policy grade of the
Structural Reform section. Seven of the 14
classifications of “work activities” involve
actual work experience (public and private
subsidized and unsubsidized employment,
community service, on-the-job training, and
work experience). A recipient’s reported work
activities could fall under more than one cate-
gory. Thus, in totaling work experience under
qualifying categories, a recipient might be
counted more than once. That allows for the
maximum number of counted recipients, giv-
ing each state the highest participation rate
possible. Totaling work activity in that man-
ner does not include work programs funded
by state MOE money or separate state funds.

A large number of recipients working in
actual jobs, as a percentage of those who have
reported any hours working, is evidence that
a state considers providing recipients with
job experience and skills a priority. The “actu-
ally working” measure evaluates what recipi-
ents who are reported working are doing.
However, this measure is used only to evalu-
ate recipients who have already taken the ini-
tiative to participate in a work activity. The
limited size of the evaluated population, cou-
pled with the fact that a state’s work policies
have already been graded under structural
reforms, means that this grade receives only
half a weight (Appendix A, Table A-10).

The number of recipients engaged in actu-
al work activities, compared to the overall
number of adult recipients in a state, is the
most important measure of the work require-
ment section. This is essentially the same
comparison used for work participation
rates, adjusted to include only work activities
that offer work experience. Using this mea-
surement, just over 9 percent of welfare recip-
ients in Maryland and Georgia are actually
working. However, more than 73 percent in
Washington State are engaged in actual work
activities.49

The grade for recipients actually working
as a percentage of all recipients reflects both
the actual work participation level and the
emphasis states place on job experience.

Since work experience is essential to employ-
ability and eventual self-sufficiency, this
grade is likely a predictor of future welfare
reform success and therefore receives a full
weighted grade.

Suggested Criteria for 
Future Study

There are a number of criteria that would
have been useful to evaluate if quality mea-
sures and assessable results existed. Ideally,
states would have a system of consistently
tracking people leaving welfare (leavers) and
those who return (cyclers). Leavers provide
insight into how and why recipients are get-
ting off welfare and if they are succeeding once
they have left. Cyclers can testify to the prob-
lems facing the working poor and suggest
measures that might prevent a person from
coming back into the system. Unfortunately,
once recipients leave the welfare system, they
are hard to track. There are grants that fund
tracking programs; however, they are limited
to a few states and their varying designs do not
allow for meaningful comparison.

Devolution is another important element
of a successful welfare program. As states
become more comfortable with the adminis-
tration of federal funds, many are devolving
control of the funds to the county or munic-
ipal level. States recognize that those closest
to the recipients have a better understanding
of their needs. The most successful devolu-
tion design would return social service
responsibility to civil society, encouraging
communities to design safety nets not depen-
dent on taxpayer dollars. However, at this
time there is no formalized comparison
across all the states that allows for proper cat-
egorization and grading of devolution.

Finally, it would be useful to analyze each
state’s social service appropriation decisions.
PRWORA allows some flexibility in state
spending of federal block grants and state
MOE funds. If a state is required to spend the
money, is it at least putting it into the most
effective programs? Out-of-wedlock births to
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teens, for example, have a substantial effect
on welfare caseloads. Therefore, it would be
relevant to look at state funding of teenage
pregnancy prevention programs (a proactive
measure designed to help recipients avoid
dependence), as opposed to marriage initia-
tives (a reactive measure designed to help
recipients escape dependence). However, since
such funding is at each state’s discretion and
is often with state monies, evaluation would
require contacting each state agency involved
with providing a social service to calculate the
funding levels for various programs. Ideally,
proactive programs that encourage individual
responsibility would be funded by charitable
organizations or community entities that
understand the value of helping their neigh-
bors avoid welfare dependence. 

Conclusion

Over the past seven years, Congress has
returned significant responsibility for welfare
to the states. After decades of federally admin-
istered aid, states have finally been given the

opportunity to show that they can do it better.
In the interest of best serving their citizens,
states have struggled to implement the man-
dates of PRWORA in the most efficient and
effective manner possible. All states have suc-
ceeded to a degree; caseloads and poverty rates
have been reduced. However, as states face bud-
get shortfalls and a struggling economy, their
programs will be put to a more rigorous test.

For example, New York, which scored 4th
in quantitative results but 38th in structural
reforms, will be lucky to maintain its C grade
as caseload decline slows or reverses. On the
other hand, Virginia may maintain its B grade
or even see it rise as the economy is no longer
an influence on quantitative results (where it
ranked 29th) and states must rely more on
structural reforms (where it ranked 4th).

With this report card, legislators can com-
pare their programs with those of other
states, observing both successes and failures.
Such information can aid policymakers in
their decisionmaking today, as well as pro-
vide guidance for the important choices they
must make upon passage of welfare reform
reauthorization. 
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Appendix A: Detailed Tables

Table A-1
Family Caps

State Family Cap Policy
State Yes (21) No (27) Flat Grant (2) Code* Grade

Alabama X N 0
Alaska X N 0
Arizona X Y1 100
Arkansas X Y1 100
California X Y1 100
Colorado X N 0
Connecticut X Y2 85
Delaware X Y1 100
D.C. X N 0
Florida X Y2 85
Georgia X Y1 100
Hawaii X N 0
Idaho X Y2 85
Illinois X Y1 100
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State Family Cap Policy
State Yes (21) No (27) Flat Grant (2) Code* Grade

Indiana X Y1 100
Iowa X N 0
Kansas X N 0
Kentucky X N 0
Louisiana X N 0
Maine X N 0
Maryland X Y3 70
Massachusetts X Y1 100
Michigan X N 0
Minnesota X N 0
Mississippi X Y1 100
Missouri X N 0
Montana X N 0
Nebraska X Y1 100
Nevada X N 0
New Hampshire X N 0
New Jersey X Y1 100
New Mexico X N 0
New York X N 0
North Carolina X Y1 100
North Dakota X Y1 100
Ohio X N 0
Oklahoma X Y3 70
Oregon X N 0
Pennsylvania X N 0
Rhode Island X N 0
South Carolina X Y3 70
South Dakota X N 0
Tennessee X Y1 100
Texas X N 0
Utah X N 0
Vermont X N 0
Virginia X Y1 100
Washington X N 0
West Virginia X N 0
Wisconsin X Y2 85
Wyoming X Y1 100

Sources: State Policy Documentation Project, “Family Cap: Overview,” March 1999, www.spdp.org/famcap/fam
capover.htm; and Welfare Information Network’s State Plan Database Matrices, “Other State Provisions,” June 30,
2001, www.financeprojectinfo.org/win/spd/OtherStateProvisions-FamilyCap-etc.htm.

*Based on type of benefits provided to a family with an excluded child (Y1 = traditional cash increment denied, Y2
= traditional cash increment reduced or flat grant, Y3 = child’s benefit issued in voucher form or to third-party
payee).
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Table A-2
Minor (teen) Living Arrangements

Minor Living Arrangement Policy:
Eligible for TANF if living with parent or

“Independently” in 
With Adult Approved Arrangement 
Relative or With Supervisory Yes (28), No (6), 

State Guardian (51) Adult (50) Not explicit (17) Code* Grade

Alabama X X Not explicit Y3 0
Alaska X X Not explicit Y3 0
Arizona X X X Y2 85
Arkansas X X X Y2 85
California X X X Y3 0
Colorado X X X Y2 85
Connecticut X X Not explicit Y1 100
Delaware X X N 100
D.C. X X X Y3 0
Florida X X X Y3 0
Georgia X X Not explicit Y1 100
Hawaii X X X Y2 85
Idaho X X X Y2 85
Illinois X X Not explicit Y3 0
Indiana X X X Y2 85
Iowa X X X Y2 85
Kansas X X X Y2 85
Kentucky X X Not explicit Y3 0
Louisiana X X X Y3 0
Maine X X Not explicit Y3 0
Maryland X X X Y2 85
Massachusetts X X Not explicit Y2 85
Michigan X X Not explicit Y2 85
Minnesota X X X Y3 0
Mississippi X X X Y2 85
Missouri X X Not explicit Y3 0
Montana X X X Y2 85
Nebraska X X X Y2 85
Nevada X X X Y2 85
New Hampshire X X X Y2 85
New Jersey X X N 100
New Mexico X X X Y2 85
New York X X Not explicit Y3 0
North Carolina X X X Y3 0
North Dakota X X Not explicit Y3 0
Ohio X X N 100
Oklahoma X X Not explicit Y3 0
Oregon X X X Y2 85
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Minor Living Arrangement Policy:
Eligible for TANF if living with parent or

“Independently” in 
With Adult Approved Arrangement 
Relative or With Supervisory Yes (28), No (6), 

State Guardian (51) Adult (50) Not explicit (17) Code* Grade

Pennsylvania X X Not explicit Y1 100
Rhode Island X X X Y2 85
South Carolina X X Not explicit Y1 100
South Dakota X X X Y2 85
Tennessee X X Not explicit Y1 100
Texas X X X Y3 0
Utah X X X Y3 0
Vermont X X Not explicit Y3 0
Virginia X X X Y2 85
Washington X X X Y2 85
West Virginia X X N 100
Wisconsin X N 100
Wyoming X X N 100

Sources: State Policy Documentation Project, “Minor Living Arrangement: Eligibility and Exemptions,” February

1999, www.spdp.org/mla/laexempt.htm; and 07 Alaska Administrative Code 45.227 “Assistance to a Minor Parent,”

2003.

*Based on evaluation of policy exemptions (N means no exemptions; Y# means exemptions to varying degree with

Y3 representing the most liberal exemptions).
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Table A-4
Diversion Programs

Type of Diversion
State Lump Sum Job Search Alternative Resources Code* Grade

Alabama X Y1 70
Alaska X Y1 70
Arizona X X Y2 85
Arkansas X X Y2 85
California X Y1 70
Colorado X Y1 70
Connecticut X Y1 70
Delaware N 0
D.C. N 0
Florida X X Y2 85
Georgia X Y1 70
Hawaii N 0
Idaho X X X Y3 100
Illinois ** ** ** Y3 100
Indiana X Y1 70
Iowa X X Y2 85
Kansas X Y1 70
Kentucky X Y1 70
Louisiana N 0
Maine X Y1 70
Maryland X X X Y3 100
Massachusetts N 0
Michigan N 0
Minnesota X Y1 70
Mississippi N 0
Missouri X Y1 70
Montana X X X Y3 100
Nebraska N 0
Nevada X Y1 70
New Hampshire N 0
New Jersey X Y1 70
New Mexico N 0
New York X X Y2 85
North Carolina X Y1 70
North Dakota N 0
Ohio X X Y2 85
Oklahoma X Y1 70
Oregon X Y1 70
Pennsylvania N 0
Rhode Island X Y1 70
South Carolina X Y1 70
South Dakota X Y1 70
Tennessee N 0
Texas X X X Y3 100
Utah X Y1 70
Vermont N 0

Continued on next page
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Table A-4—Continued

Type of Diversion
State Lump Sum Job Search Alternative Resources Code* Grade

Virginia X Y1 70
Washington X Y1 70
West Virginia X Y1 70
Wisconsin X X X Y3 100
Wyoming N 0
Total 29 29 8

Sources: Kathleen A. Maloy et al., “A Description and Assessment of State Approaches to Diversion Programs and
Activities under Welfare Reform,” George Washington University Center for Health Policy Research, August 1998,
Table I-1; “State of Alaska Temporary Assistance for Needy Families State Plan, 2002–2003” sec. 13.4, p. 24,
January 2, 2002, http://health.hss.state.ak.us/dpa/features/pubcomment/stateplan/TANFplan2002-2003amend
0803.pdf; Arizona Department of Economic Security, Family Assistance Administration, “Cash Assistance,”
http://www.de.state.az.us/faa/cash.asp; State of Connecticut, “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families State Plan,
Fiscal Years 1999–2002,” sec. A, part I, p. 1(c), http://www.dss.state.ct.us/pubs/TANFStPLAN2000-2002.PDF; State
of Iowa, “State Plan for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,” October 1, 2001, http://www.dhs.state.ia.us/
Homepages/dhs/TANF/TANF_Archive/TANF%20STATE%20PLAN%20AMENDMENT%2010-01%20FINAL.
doc; Shirley Brown, Montana Division Administrator for Child & Family Services; New Jersey Department of
Human Services, Division of Family Development, “TANF Program Goals: Introduction,” http://www.state.nj.us/
humanservices/dfd/tanf1.html#t3; National Coalition for the Homeless and the National Law Center on
Homelessness and Poverty, “State TANF Programs Targeted at People Experiencing Homelessness,” May 2001, 
p. 34, http://www.nationalhomeless.org/income/tanfreport.pdf; and Texas Department of Human Services, “Texas
Works Overview,” March 15, 2001, http://www.dhs.state.tx.us/programs/TexasWorks/overview.html.

*Based on presence of diversion programs (Y# = yes and number of programs; N = no).

**See Illinois in Appendix B regarding “Front Door Funds.”
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Table A-6
Sanction Policies

Type of Sanction

State Full Graduated Partial Grade

Alabama X 50
Alaska X 0
Arizona X 50
Arkansas X 0
California X 0
Colorado X 50
Connecticut X 50
Delaware X 50
D.C. X 0
Florida X 100
Georgia X 50
Hawaii X 100
Idaho X 100
Illinois X 50
Indiana X 0
Iowa X 100
Kansas X 100
Kentucky X 50
Louisiana X 50
Maine X 0
Maryland X 100
Massachusetts X 50
Michigan X 50
Minnesota X 0
Mississippi X 100
Missouri X 0
Montana X 0
Nebraska X 100
Nevada X 50
New Hampshire X 0
New Jersey X 50
New Mexico X 50
New York X 0
North Carolina X 50
North Dakota X 50
Ohio X 100
Oklahoma X 100
Oregon X 50
Pennsylvania X 50
Rhode Island X 0
South Carolina X 100
South Dakota X 50
Tennessee X 100
Texas X 0
Utah X 50
Vermont X 0
Virginia X 100
Washington X 0
West Virginia X 50
Wisconsin X 100
Wyoming X 100

Source: Michael J. New, “Welfare Reform That Works: Explaining the Welfare Caseload Decline, 1996–2000,” Cato
Institute Policy Analysis no. 435, May 7, 2002, pp. 10–11. 
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Alabama has implemented its welfare
reform programs poorly, generating mediocre
quantitative results and an overall grade that
falls in the bottom third of the states.50 Al-
though birthrates for minor women were sig-
nificantly reduced, a recent study from Baruch
College of the University of New York found
that the state’s birthrate decline was the result
of a shift in the racial composition of births
rather than a true change in illegitimacy rates.51

And true change is unlikely, given Alabama’s
many program exceptions that allow pregnant
minors to avoid living with their parents and
staying in school.

Failure to appreciably reduce the state
poverty rate (Alabama is currently among the
10 worst in the nation) and only an average
caseload reduction contribute to the poor
grade. It is unfortunate that Alabama has not
had more success in getting people off the
rolls, given the quality programs in place to
assist families once they escape welfare depen-
dence. Alabama’s Short-Term Employment
Services program focuses on helping former
recipients remain employed. The program
also includes diversion programs that provide

cash assistance for work-related needs such as
transportation, tools, or work clothes and that
also refer the working poor to various com-
munity resources.52

Jefferson County includes the state’s
largest urban area, Birmingham. The county’s
Department of Human Resources joined with
the United Way of Central Alabama and other
community partners to form the Central
Alabama Task Force for Self-Sufficiency.
CATSS assesses community resources and
designs initiatives to fill gaps in existing ser-
vices.53 That partnership allows local nonprof-
it organizations and businesses to play an
increasingly significant role in the delivery of
social services.

If Alabama wants welfare reform to work, it
must adopt stronger sanction policies. Current-
ly, Alabama has graduated sanctions, meaning
recipients can fail to meet performance stan-
dards a number of times before their entire
TANF checks are sanctioned. Implementing a
family cap policy would also help deter
Alabama’s single mothers from having more
children while on welfare, thereby possibly
avoiding welfare dependence in the future.
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Appendix B: Summary of State Policies 

Alabama
Rank: 32 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 24 – Grade: 54/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 41 – Grade: 10/50
Good Work Policy: 48.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 38 – 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 Grade: 13/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 5 – Grade: 46/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 4
Sanctions: 50/100 – Grade: 47/50

Reported Working Rank: 25 – Grade: 26/50
Actually Working Rank: 27 – Grade: 24/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 26 – Grade: 50/100 



Alaska has promoted the Alaska Temporary
Assistance Program (ATAP) as an employment-
focused program that stresses a “work-first”’
approach. According to the Alaska Department
of Health and Social Services, “This approach
asserts that the best way to succeed in the labor
market is to join it and develop work habits and
skills on the job.”54 That is a surprising mission
statement from the state that received the low-
est score on work policy.

Alaska’s welfare system is reminiscent of Aid
to Families with Dependent Children. There is
essentially no work requirement since almost
any activity qualifies, even enrolling as a full-
time student. Even postsecondary education
(up to four years) is considered “work,” and no
additional activity is required. ATAP reduces
monthly benefits for two-parent families, so
there is a disincentive to marriage. There is no

disincentive, however, to having more children
while on welfare, since Alaska does not have a
family cap. That combination of policies resem-
bles the old welfare system, and Alaskan recipi-
ents face the same threat of permanent depen-
dence they faced under AFDC. 

Alaska’s public assistance system has a
unique feature, the General Relief Assistance
program. The fund, predating Alaskan state-
hood, has become a safety net for people who
do not qualify for federal assistance or those
who require supplemental aid. Entirely state
funded, GRA provides for basic needs such as
shelter and utilities, but it can also provide
funds for diversion programs or aid to the
working poor.55 It is important that this fund
not become a state-sponsored, open-ended
entitlement for those kicked off the federal
rolls once they reach their time limits.
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Alaska
Rank: 42 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 26 – Grade: 50/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 42 – Grade: 9/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 47 – 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 Grade: 4/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 8 – Grade: 43/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 51 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 0/50

Reported Working Rank: 22 – Grade: 29/50
Actually Working Rank: 26 – Grade: 25/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 16 – Grade: 70/100 



Arizona’s focus on family caps and “work
first” began before the federal government
passed PRWORA. The state legislature passed
its welfare reform bill, Employing and Mov-
ing People Off Welfare and Encouraging
Responsibility, in 1995. Under a federal waiv-
er, Arizona implemented programs that
PRWORA would soon mandate in other
states, such as living arrangements for minor
parents and sanctions. Under EMPOWER
Redesigned, the current welfare system,
Arizona has experienced the third-greatest
poverty rate reduction in the nation.

The most promising aspect of Arizona’s
welfare system is the Arizona Works pilot pro-
gram. The state sets guidelines and perfor-
mance goals, yet the entire administration of
welfare services is privatized (the only other
such welfare service is Wisconsin’s W-2 pro-
gram).56 Arizona Works has an appropriately
narrow definition of “work,” limited to activi-
ties that provide actual work experience. The
program issues flat grants designed to resem-
ble a wage, unaffected by family size or
income. Unfortunately, legislation passed in
June 2002 changed the program dramatically
by, among other things, returning intake and
benefit determination to the public sector.57

Whether the program will survive is still
uncertain, but Arizona Works was a sound
model for states trying to develop relation-
ships with the private sector to more effective-
ly administer welfare.

Arizona’s welfare caseload dropped 52.7
percent between the passage of PRWORA and
January 2001. However, between March 2001
and September 2003 caseloads went up again
by 56 percent, the product of a “shaky econo-
my, languishing job growth and population
and immigration growth.”58 Under PRWORA,
immigrants arriving after enactment (August
22, 1996) had to wait five years to qualify for
federal assistance.59 Arizona receives many
immigrants,60 so it is not surprising that case-
load increases corresponded with the first year
of eligibility of “postenactment” immigrants.

To improve, Arizona should strengthen
EMPOWER’s sanctions policy and narrow its
broad definition of work. In addition,
although EMPOWER allows welfare receipt
for only 24 out of 60 months, Arizona needs
to impose a lifetime limit on assistance.61

Arizona should continue to experiment with
the privatization of welfare administration
and fight to reestablish Arizona Works, an
example of a successful work-first program.
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Arizona
Rank: 15 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 46 – Grade: 10/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 3 – Grade: 48/50
Good Work Policy: 50/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 17 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 34/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 22 – Grade: 29/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 35 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 16/50

Reported Working Rank: 39 – Grade: 12/50
Actually Working Rank: 9 – Grade: 42/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 27 – Grade: 48/100 



The Arkansas Personal Responsibility and
Public Assistance Reform Act of 1997 imple-
mented federal welfare reform and created the
state’s current welfare system, Transitional
Employment Assistance. Arkansas has estab-
lished quality structural reforms, such as fami-
ly caps and diversion programs. Unfortunately,
the state delayed implementing some policies,
thereby limiting the positive effects of state
reforms. For example, although Arkansas
receives the highest possible score for its tough
time limit policy, it was the last state to imple-
ment that policy.62

The basic structure of TEA should lead to
success. Though oversight and budget deci-
sions are made by the Arkansas Transitional
Employment Board, local TEA Coalitions—
made up of members of the business commu-
nity, government agencies, and other local
planning entities—organize and apply for char-
ters to deliver TEA services at the local level, a
fine example of devolution of welfare adminis-
tration. Not only do the local coalitions admin-
ister services, they also have discretion in set-

ting some of the eligibility standards. There are
eligibility ceilings that the coalitions may not
exceed, but they have the flexibility to deter-
mine the degree of need in their local commu-
nities and set standards accordingly.63

However, without a strong sanction policy,
local TEA Coalitions are limited in their effec-
tiveness. Where appropriate programs exist,
there are no real enforcement mechanisms,
given Arkansas’s extremely lax sanction policy.
Thus, it is not surprising that the state ranks
46th in the number of welfare recipients par-
ticipating in actual work activities as a per-
centage of all welfare recipients. Why work if
there are no repercussions for noncompli-
ance? In addition, Arkansas reported only 21.4
percent work participation out of a required
50 percent under PRWORA. It is possible that
the state anticipated an adjusted work require-
ment of zero—with over 50 percent caseload
reduction, the caseload reduction credit
would have covered any work participation
obligation—and the state may have chosen not
to report work activity.64
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Arkansas
Rank: 30 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 27 – Grade: 48/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/50
Good Work Policy: 48.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 51 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 0/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 4 – Grade: 47/50
Time Limits: 100/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 5 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 46/50

Reported Working Rank: 44 – Grade: 7/50
Actually Working Rank: 41 – Grade: 10/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 46 – Grade: 10/100 



California has done well quantitatively
since the implementation of welfare reform.
Fourth in the nation at reducing child poverty
and overall poverty rates, the Golden State
also ranked first in the decline of the birthrate
for minors. However, the state needs to review
its mediocre structural reforms and identify
weak or absent policies if it hopes for such
results to continue in the future.

California Work Opportunity and Re-
sponsibility to Kids has broad definitions of
“work activity” and liberal time limits. Al-
though CalWORKS technically has a five-year
time limit (the same as TANF), extensions of
time limits are at the discretion of the state
agency and are not limited to the 20 percent
of the caseload exempted under TANF.65

CalWORKS also has weak sanction policies,
so the few beneficial programs that have been
implemented lack appropriate enforcement
mechanisms.

California meets the federal requirement
for living arrangements for minor parents yet
offers such broad exemptions to the policy that
it fails to serve its intended purpose. The Cal-
LEARN program for teen mothers provides
exemptions for teens who have lived away from
their parents for 12 months or who are “suc-
cessfully living on their own.” But just how

“successful” is a pregnant teenager applying for
government assistance? California’s outstand-
ing decline in the birthrate for minors, there-
fore, could be the result of the state’s sex edu-
cation policy rather than any welfare reform
efforts. California is the only state that refuses
to accept federal sex education money, which
would dictate an abstinence-dominant cur-
riculum. Using only state funding, California’s
program provides information on sexual absti-
nence and birth control.66

California has a blueprint for fixing its
structural reform problems. In 1987 Riverside
County changed its focus to a “work-first”
model and demanded that able-bodied wel-
fare recipients begin job search activities and
take the first job available. If they could not
find jobs, participants were assigned to pro-
grams providing job readiness and then work
experience (i.e., workfare). If recipients refused
to participate, the county imposed sanctions.
In 1997 Riverside County implemented a sup-
plemental program, Phase II, that provides
mentors to families working at least 20 hours
per week and focuses on job retention and
advancement.67 California lawmakers would
be wise to look at the example set in Riverside
County and implement such reforms state-
wide.
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California
Rank: 13 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 22 – Grade: 58/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 4 – Grade: 47/50
Good Work Policy: 48.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 4 – Grade:
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 47/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 1 – Grade: 50/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 20 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 31/50

Reported Working Rank: 36 – Grade: 15/50
Actually Working Rank: 12 – Grade: 39/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 18 – Grade: 66/100 



Colorado Works is a model program of
successful welfare devolution. The program is
administered by the counties, each developing
its own TANF plan. The state determines the
minimum level of benefits each county must
provide, but counties decide eligibility and
sanction standards, propose increased bene-
fits in their plans, and make decisions about
discretionary spending. Counties can decide
to contract out all or part of program opera-
tions to private or public providers, but they
are ultimately responsible for making sure cer-
tain services are properly delivered. The state,
in turn, makes certain that all counties submit
quality TANF plans and meet the required
standards.68

Unfortunately, Colorado still lacks some
structural reforms that would allow devolved
administration on the county level to truly
succeed. Counties need to use their authority
to design plans that strengthen time limits,

diversion programs, and sanctions. At the
state level, only modest sanction policies exist.
Post–secondary school and substance abuse
treatment qualify as engagement in work,
with no cap on the duration of the activity.69

Colorado also needs to address indicators
of long-term welfare dependence, such as
out-of-wedlock births and teen pregnancy.
Ranking 45th in decline in the birthrate for
teens, Colorado is setting itself up for years, if
not generations, of future welfare depen-
dents by not curbing young, out-of-wedlock
pregnancy. Colorado needs to strengthen its
minor parent requirements, putting a stop to
state-sponsored teenage parenthood and
encouraging young mothers to finish high
school. In addition, the state’s failure to
implement a family cap means Colorado is
risking the birth of additional welfare depen-
dents into families already struggling for self-
sufficiency.
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Colorado
Rank: 19 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 12 – Grade: 78/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 28 – Grade: 23/50
Good Work Policy: 44.375/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 22 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 10.71/50 29/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 45 – Grade: 6/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 34 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 17/50

Reported Working Rank: 27 – Grade: 24/50
Actually Working Rank: 15 – Grade: 36/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 15 – Grade: 72/100 



Connecticut anticipated national trends
when it implemented significant welfare
reforms in 1995. Its Jobs First program is a
model for encouraging self-sufficiency
through work. The state’s caseload plummet-
ed an incredible 72.8 percent between 1996
and 2003, ranking sixth of all the states. 

Connecticut’s success has involved a care-
fully balanced program of structured incen-
tives for TANF recipients who find work,
paired with strict time limits and sanctions
for those who do not. Jobs First participants
are eligible to initially receive benefits for a
maximum of 21 months, and can get up to
two six-month extensions in extenuating cir-
cumstances.70 However, Connecticut’s safety
net program, WorkSteps, threatens to under-
mine the deterrent effect of time limits
because it provides continued, noncash assis-
tance (for up to 18 months) for those who
exceed the 21-month time limit and do not
qualify for an extension because of noncom-
pliance.71 What is the point of implementing

sound structural reforms if there are no
strong enforcement mechanisms?

A noteworthy element of the Jobs First pro-
gram is that it allows TANF recipients to keep
both their work earnings and their benefits for
a set time period, unlike other programs that
match benefit reductions with earnings dollar
for dollar. In Connecticut, those who work can
keep all of their earnings up to the federal
poverty level while continuing to receive
Temporary Financial Assistance for the
remainder of their 21-month time limit.72

Also, they may keep up to $3,000 in an
account for future emergencies without affect-
ing their eligibility.73 Those features encourage
families on welfare to save for the future and
help them to move from dependence to self-
sufficiency more quickly.

Connecticut’s welfare reform achieve-
ments are noteworthy because the driving
principles behind the successful Jobs First
program are employment and accountabili-
ty, not only in rhetoric, but also in practice.
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Connecticut
Rank: 6 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 6 – Grade: 90/100
Teens at Home: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 7 – Grade: 44/50
Good Work Policy: 21.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 23 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 28/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 12 – Grade: 39/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 41 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 10/50

Reported Working Rank: 38 – Grade: 13/50
Actually Working Rank: 25 – Grade: 26/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 23 – Grade: 56/100 



Delaware started its welfare reform pro-
gram, A Better Chance Welfare Reform
Program (ABC), in 1995. ABC originated
under Gov. Tom Carper, who now serves in
the U.S. Senate and has played an active part
in the welfare reauthorization debate.

An important aspect of ABC is its focus
on rigorous evaluation and assessment of the
policies and results of the program. The state
constantly strives to identify those programs
that encourage self-sufficiency and those
that waste taxpayer dollars. For example,
Delaware’s family cap led 35 percent of sur-
vey respondents in one study to postpone or
stop having children, and time limits led 60
percent of respondents to work harder to
support their families.74

Delaware still has not implemented some
necessary structural reforms. The state has
not established diversion programs, and
there are important work experiences that do

not currently qualify as “work activity.” For
those who truly cannot find full-time
employment, subsidized employment and
community service are better “work activi-
ties” than job search or training, since they
offer valuable “hands-on” job experience, yet
Delaware does not allow them.

Delaware has made impressive efforts at
tracking welfare leavers, providing insight into
the success of those leaving the welfare system.
Studies confirm that when people leave wel-
fare, there is a high probability that they will
initially live in poverty (71 percent of respon-
dents in 2001) but that the longer they are out
of the system, the greater their chances of ris-
ing above the poverty line become. Eighty-five
percent of respondents reported they were bet-
ter off after leaving public assistance.75 Many
are not as lucky since Delaware ranks in the
bottom third of states for caseload reduction
and poverty rate reduction.
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Delaware
Rank: 27 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 33 – Grade: 36/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 40 – Grade: 11/50
Good Work Policy: 23.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 6 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 11.43/50 45/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 29 – Grade: 22/50
Time Limits: 85/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 24 –
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 27/50

Reported Working Rank: 40 – Grade: 11/50
Actually Working Rank: 2 – Grade: 49/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 28 – Grade: 46/100 



The District of Columbia’s Department of
Human Services says, “Work is the ultimate
goal for low-income parents receiving
TANF.”76 Yet the District ranks 48th in welfare
recipients reported as working and 45th for
recipients actually working as a percentage of
all recipients. With D.C.’s weak sanctions pol-
icy, that ranking is not likely to significantly
improve. The D.C. DHS also boasts that
“unlike other states, the District allows recipi-
ents to pursue a variety of educational and
self-sufficiency activities as they prepare for
work and overcome barriers that keep them
from working.”77 If work is truly the ultimate
goal of the District’s welfare reform program,
the program should focus on job experience
opportunities, not on “a variety of education-
al and self-sufficiency activities.”

Work activity is not the only area where
D.C. lacks a consistent message. D.C. is one of
only four jurisdictions to provide infertility
treatments for single women on welfare.78

There is a serious “message” problem here:
focusing on reducing out-of-wedlock births
implies one goal, while funding for infertility
treatments and the lack of a family cap signal
policy headed in the opposite direction.
Moreover, the District exempts women “suc-
cessfully living on their own” from its require-

ments for living arrangements for pregnant
minors, thus effectively removing all disincen-
tives and protections intended by the policy.

The District has received three bonuses
from the federal government to reduce out-of-
wedlock births and is one of only three juris-
dictions to receive that bonus three years in a
row.79 However, a recent study by the City
University of New York found that D.C.’s
decline in births to unwed mothers was the
result of shifting demographics rather than
effective programs. Black women under 35,
especially high school dropouts, are the most
likely to have babies out of wedlock, and D.C.’s
population of such women is shrinking.80

The District’s “success” in reducing births
to unwed teenagers is also misleading. Before
welfare reform, the District had the highest
birthrate for minors in the nation, at 79.2 per-
cent; the rate has only dropped to 63.6, 4th
highest in the nation. Even more appalling is
D.C.’s child poverty record. In 1998, 45 per-
cent of children were living in poverty in our
nation’s capital (the national average was 18.9
percent). D.C. should not take pride in its first-
place ranking for reducing that abysmal rate,
especially considering that the rate was only
reduced to 30.6 percent, still the highest in the
nation.
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District of Columbia
Rank: 47 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 42 – Grade: 18/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 2 – Grade: 49/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 1 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 50/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 2 – Grade: 49/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 3 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 48/50

Reported Working Rank: 48 – Grade: 3/50
Actually Working Rank: 17 – Grade: 34/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 45 – Grade: 12/100 



Much of the success of Florida’s welfare
reform lies in its anticipation of national
trends. Before welfare reform swept through
Congress in 1996, Florida had already imple-
mented its own reform system, Work and
Gain Economic Self-Sufficiency. WAGES was
a system based on pay for performance, under
which contracted service providers were reim-
bursed on the basis of the number of recipi-
ents that were placed, and remained, in jobs.
The program also had strong lifetime time
limits, devolved both administration and
accountability, and encouraged partnerships
with nongovernmental entities to devise inno-
vative solutions to the problem of poverty. To
the latter end, WAGES established pilot proj-
ects aimed at privatizing program services.81

The Workforce Innovation Act of 2000
specifies that TANF money be used for diver-
sion, youth programs, GED pursuit, and a
number of other services. Workforce Florida,
Inc., a public-private partnership that orga-
nizes welfare and work programs under a sin-
gle body that is administered by local branches,

is instrumental in the process of workforce
development under WIA.82

This innovative system, though consoli-
dated in one major entity, continues to pro-
vide devolved administration of services to
recipients in Florida. It also provides a crucial
link between public service providers and pri-
vate employers, a link that many states fail to
achieve by having separate government agen-
cies for workforce development and welfare
provision. By partnering with the private sec-
tor to provide social services and job oppor-
tunities, Florida is laying the foundation for
civil society to play a greater role in serving
neighbors in need.

If Florida continues to innovate, antici-
pate changes, and adapt to those changes as
well as it has since 1996, it will continue to
enjoy the success that has put it near the top
of the rankings. Florida can also improve on
the report card by strengthening its existing
family cap policy and eliminating the exemp-
tions to its policy on living arrangements for
minor parents.
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Florida
Rank: 5 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Reforms
Family Cap Policy: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 4 – Grade: 94/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 21 – Grade: 30/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 20 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 9.29/50 31/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 9 – Grade: 42/50
Time Limits: 85/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 28 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 23/50

Reported Working Rank: 30 – Grade: 21/50
Actually Working Rank: 22 – Grade: 29/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 31 – Grade: 40/100 



In 1995 Georgia’s welfare caseload neared
150,000, yet for every caseworker who
worked directly with clients there were eight
who processed paperwork for checks.83 In
January 1996 the state passed legislation that
shifted the emphasis of welfare from sending
out checks to putting recipients to work.
That shift in emphasis helped spur an incred-
ible 12,000 TANF applicants to find employ-
ment while their original paperwork was still
being processed.84

The state has been largely successful in
cutting caseloads and stressing work over
handouts. Caseloads have gone down 60 per-
cent since 1996, and people who do not com-
ply with their Personal Work Plan or Personal
Responsibility Plans lose their benefits com-
pletely after the second infraction.85 The life-
time limit on cash benefits is 48 months,
although the state grants hardship waivers in
special circumstances. The state is also work-
ing hard to lower its birthrate for minors,
third highest in the nation in 1992.86 Teens
who receive TANF must live at home and go
to school, and a strict family cap policy pre-
vents payment of additional benefits to those
who have received TANF for at least 10

months and conceive additional children.87

The state’s Work First program features a
high degree of cooperation between the state
Departments of Human Resources, Labor, and
Technical and Adult Education. DHS provides
case management, DTAE offers job training,
and DOL works on job placement.88 So why
are so few recipients in Georgia working?
Georgia scored among the bottom six states on
every work participation measure, significantly
reducing the state’s quantitative results score.
Georgia reported only 8.2 percent of its welfare
recipients participating in work activities, the
lowest of the states. Federal guidelines require
50 percent participation, but due to caseload
reduction credits Georgia’s adjusted target was
zero.89 It is possible that Georgia chose not to
bother carefully tracking and reporting work
activity among recipients, knowing that its
obligations were already met. The state’s scores
for “actual work” participation also suffered,
since those activities are derived from the
reported numbers. Thus, as the caseload reduc-
tion credit is replaced in the process of welfare
reauthorization and Georgia is forced to report
accurate work participation numbers, it is pos-
sible the quantitative scores will improve.
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Georgia
Rank: 17 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 19 – Grade: 64/100
Teens at Home: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 5 – Grade: 46/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 19 – Grade:
Bad Work Policy: 7.14/50 32/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 27 – Grade: 24/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 9 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 42/50

Reported Working Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/50
Actually Working Rank: 45 – Grade: 6/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 50 – Grade: 2/100 



Hawaii’s welfare system features a mix of
well-designed work programs and poor time
limit policies, leading to a mediocre overall
grade. The state’s caseload has declined near-
ly 62 percent since 1996, due in part to the
state’s roster of employment initiatives. In
1999 the state implemented the Grant +
Program, through which nonprofit and for-
profit organizations employ TANF recipients
and accept $650 a month to pay a portion of
their wages.90

Unfortunately, Hawaii also has a long list
of extensions to and exemptions from time
limits and work requirements, contradicting
the message that work is better than welfare.
For instance, recipients are required to partici-
pate in work activities only after 24 months of
receiving cash benefits, and those require-

ments are satisfied by paid employment for
“any number of hours” or unpaid volunteer
work for as little as four hours a month.
Hawaii’s new Employment Subsidy Program
provides a $200 monthly stipend to house-
holds that have exhausted their 60-month
time limit and work at least 20 hours a week—
this benefit can last for two additional years.91

Hawaii does enforce full sanctions on
TANF recipients who do not cooperate with
program rules and requirements, which may
be responsible for the success in work partic-
ipation. The state still lacks important pre-
vention policies, though, such as diversion
programs to keep people from having to
enter the welfare system and a family cap to
prevent recipients from becoming trapped in
the system.
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Hawaii
Rank: 21 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 16 – Grade: 70/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 29 – Grade: 22/50
Good Work Policy: 44.375/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 42 – Grade:
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 9/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 27 – Grade: 24/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 48 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 3/50

Reported Working Rank: 8 – Grade: 43/50
Actually Working Rank: 1 – Grade: 50/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 8 – Grade: 86/100 



Idaho is second in the nation in caseload
reduction with an 85 percent decline since wel-
fare reform was implemented. The state also
has the second-lowest TANF dependence rate
in the nation.92 In addition to achieving the
highest score on the report card, Idaho has the
highest grade for structural reforms, achieved
through its implementation of diversion pro-
grams, a family cap, and enforcement of sanc-
tions and time limits.

Idaho’s strict time limit encouraged many
recipients to leave welfare and rely on local
charities, saving welfare benefits for an
absolute emergency. In fact, the state’s TANF
savings (avoided TANF payments) exceeds
$21.5 million per year as 6,386 families are on
the road to self-sufficiency.93

According to HHS, in 2000, 78 percent of
Idaho’s former welfare recipients found jobs,

the highest rate in the nation. More than 77
percent of former recipients still had a job
nine months later. Idaho was also first in the
nation in earnings gains for people getting
and retaining jobs. Such success is the result
of appropriate priorities: “Self-reliance is one
of our guiding principles and, of course, hav-
ing a job is the best way to become and
remain self-reliant.”94

Although Idaho is a model of welfare reform
implementation, it will require continued effort
to make the system work. State and county
administration of TANF must continue to
focus on work, even if that means generating
work experience during the soft job market
through temporary subsidies. Local communi-
ties, charities, and nonprofits also need to meet
community demand and function as a true
alternative to federal assistance.
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Idaho
Rank: 1 Grade: A

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 2 – Grade: 98/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 31 – Grade: 20/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 15 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 21.43/50 36/50
Diversion Programs: Y3 – Grade: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 32 – Grade: 19/50
Time Limits: 100/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 7 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 44/50

Reported Working Rank: 20 – Grade: 31/50
Actually Working Rank: 47 – Grade: 4/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 19 – Grade: 64/100 



Illinois reduced its caseload by 84.4 per-
cent between 1996 and 2003 and was among
the top 10 states in reducing the birthrate for
minors. Yet Illinois ranked 44th on reduction
of its poverty rate and 46th for decline in the
child poverty rate. How could a state so suc-
cessful in slashing its welfare rolls end up per-
forming so poorly with regard to the poverty
rate? It is because Illinois moved more than
one-third of its TANF caseload to state-fund-
ed programs,95 thus significantly reducing its
reported federal caseload (used for grading
purposes). In addition, work participation
rates are higher than average since it is usual-
ly the harder-to-employ population that is
moved to state-funded rolls, which have no
work requirements.

Illinois was one of the few states whose
child poverty rate actually increased slightly
between 1998 and 2001. Consider also that
in September 2003 only 29.5 percent of total
“available-to-work” recipients were actually
working.96 Although Illinois claims to adhere
to the federally mandated 60-month time
limit, it allows the benefits clock to stop for

many reasons, such as working 30 hours per
week or attending college and keeping a 2.5
grade point average. As the Illinois TANF
brochure makes clear, “If you work enough
hours, you will NEVER use up your time!”97

Far from promoting self-reliance and respon-
sibility, Illinois is discouraging them.

On a positive note, though no formal cash
diversion program exists, the state has
arranged for private and nonprofit groups,
called Community Partners, to offer commu-
nity-sponsored diversion programs to people
in need of immediate but not long-term
assistance. The Front Door Funds program
encourages community participation to min-
imize caseloads and is a perfect example of
how local involvement can help reduce
dependence.98

Illinois should consider encouraging more
active involvement by local government and
private partnerships. Innovation and efficien-
cy are more likely to occur when the people
interested in solving problems can see those
problems firsthand. Illinois’ Front Door pro-
gram is a step in the right direction.
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Illinois
Rank: 8 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 3 – Grade: 96/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 44 – Grade: 7/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 46 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 5/50
Diversion Programs: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 9 – Grade: 42/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 19 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 32/50

Reported Working Rank: 9 – Grade: 42/50
Actually Working Rank: 35 – Grade: 16/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 11 – Grade: 80/100 



Indiana ranked dead last in caseload
decline. While many states saw their caseloads
cut in half, Indiana’s dropped a mere 1.4 per-
cent. The good news is that people still on the
rolls are engaged in work activities. Indiana
ranks 5th among the states on all three mea-
sures of work participation. In addition, most
of those work activities are “actual work” since
Indiana has implemented a narrow definition
of work that focuses on job experience.

The Hoosier State’s TANF program,
Indiana Manpower Placement and Compre-
hensive Training, includes a 24-month life-
time limit on benefits (one of the toughest
among the states) and a Personal Responsi-
bility Agreement, which adults must sign
promising to raise their children in a safe
home and not engage in activities that would
interfere with self-sufficiency. A few counties
also require nonexempt adults to begin look-
ing for work at the time they apply for
TANF.99 Unfortunately, the penalty for violat-
ing the PRA is fairly weak (a $90/month
reduction in benefits until compliance).

Stronger sanctions would help to convey the
message that Indiana is serious about helping
recipients achieve self-sufficiency.

Indiana does have a variety of innovative,
community-driven programs that should be
emulated in other states. Indiana’s Family and
Social Services Administration encourages
“community planning efforts” by each coun-
ty’s local Division of Family and Children and
community organizations. Counties are part-
nering with nonprofits and area businesses to
meet local needs, encouraging devolution of
welfare administration to the county level and
developing alternatives to government wel-
fare.100 FSSA boasts, “Through innovative
solutions that involve communities, employ-
ers and clients, Indiana has helped transform
welfare from a system of permanent depen-
dency to one of personal responsibility and
economic self-sufficiency.”101 The transforma-
tion is certainly not complete, but with
increased caseload decline and continued
innovation, Indiana is headed in the right
direction.
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Indiana
Rank: 10 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 47 – Grade: 4/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 39 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 16.43/50 12/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 13 – Grade: 38/50
Time Limits: 100/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 8 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 43/50

Reported Working Rank: 5 – Grade: 46/50
Actually Working Rank: 5 – Grade: 46/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 5 – Grade: 92/100 



In 1987 Gov. Terry Branstad (R) established
the Welfare Reform Council to study possible
changes to Iowa’s welfare system. The Family
Investment Program, approved under federal
waiver and enacted in 1993, required very few
changes upon the passage of PRWORA in
1996.102 It should be noted that although Iowa
ranked an unimpressive 39th in caseload
reduction, it managed to reduce its rolls by 20
percent during the waiver period, before feder-
al welfare reform was even implemented.103

Thus, like that of several other states, Iowa’s
caseload reduction (calculated after federal
welfare reform) may not fully reflect the state’s
welfare reform success. 

Iowa has implemented many sound struc-
tural reforms through FIP. FIP Diversion,
Iowa’s formal diversion program, kept 90
percent of participating families off welfare
for at least 17 months. The Family Self-
Sufficiency Grant, for active welfare recipi-
ents, provides targeted, short-term assistance
to encourage employment and shorten the
time spent on public assistance. Fifty-five
percent of FSSG recipients left welfare within

six months.104

Iowa continues to explore and innovate,
particularly with devolution. For example,
Innovation Zones are approved communities
that are allowed to redirect existing funding
and seek waivers from statewide rules, regu-
lations, and procedures. That maximizes the
benefits of devolution, allowing greater
administrative control and innovation on
the local level.105 In Manchester (Delaware
County) the New View program works with
the local community, county government,
and faith-based organizations to provide for
emergency needs. New View refers clients to
food pantries and offers crisis help, budget
counseling, emergency rent funds, and utility
assistance. The program also provides access
to a job registry, referrals to employment ser-
vices, and help with résumé writing.106

Iowa recognized the need for welfare
reform early and took the initiative to help
residents focus on work and escape the cycle
of dependence. A family cap policy and a nar-
rower definition of work activities would
allow Iowa to even better serve its population.
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Iowa
Rank: 11 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 39 – Grade: 24/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 32 – Grade: 19/50
Good Work Policy: 23.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 3 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 48/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 42 – Grade: 9/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 25 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 26/50

Reported Working Rank: 12 – Grade: 39/50
Actually Working Rank: 11 – Grade: 40/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 6 – Grade: 90/100 



The Successful Families Program focuses
on Kansas’s low-income families, providing
them with cash assistance through Temporary
Assistance for Families (Kansas’s TANF pro-
gram), as well as employment assistance and
subsidized childcare.107 Unfortunately, al-
though Kansas ranks first in reported recipi-
ents engaged in work activities, it ranks 46th
for recipients reported working who are actu-
ally working.

Kansas’s caseload dropped by 45 percent
between January 1996 and January 2000.
However, it then rose 24 percent between
January 2000 and March 2003. The result is an
unimpressive 38.7 percent net reduction
between 1996 and 2003, which placed Kansas
40th among the states. Child poverty has
increased since 1996, yet Kansas does not have
a family cap policy, and the state ranks 37th in
decline in the birthrate for minors. There is no

formal cash diversion program for potential
TANF recipients, and time limits simply fol-
low the federal guideline of 60 months.

Kansas has made some effort to track
“leavers” and assess whether former recipi-
ents are making it on their own. The Kansas
Department of Social and Rehabilitation
Services interviewed 800 leavers and discov-
ered that 50 percent were employed and that
almost 60 percent of those working were
doing so full-time at an average wage of
$6.29 an hour. Of the remaining leavers who
were not working, 45 percent cited illness,
injury, or caring for others as reasons for not
working; 10 percent had child-care prob-
lems, and 17 percent had transportation
issues.108 For those with genuine disabilities,
Kansas has a General Assistance program,
which provides cash benefits for an addi-
tional 24 months.
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Kansas
Rank: 24 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 40 – Grade: 22/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 24 – Grade: 27/50
Good Work Policy: 33.75/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 44 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 9.29/50 7/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 37 – Grade: 14/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 27 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 24/50

Reported Working Rank: 1 – Grade: 50/50
Actually Working Rank: 46 – Grade: 5/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 14 – Grade: 74/100 



Rather than emphasize work experience,
Kentucky’s Transitional Assistance Program
emphasizes education for TANF recipients
and allows many to avoid work requirements
by attending college classes full-time. So it is
not surprising that Kentucky officials are
concerned about PRWORA’s “heightened
emphasis on work,” which they claim will
ruin the state’s innovative and flexible
approaches to reform.109 The “innovative and
flexible approaches” in Kentucky just might
be worth ruining. 

Certainly, education is a good thing, but
sweeping aside methods proven to move
TANF recipients toward self-sufficiency is
hardly a responsible approach. By observing
states like Wisconsin and Wyoming, we know
that strict work requirements, time limits,
sanctions, and family cap policies are the
most effective tools for cutting caseloads and
reducing dependence.

Yet Kentucky insists on maintaining pro-
grams that tacitly discourage employment.
Given that Kentucky faces deficits and bud-
get cuts, it simply can’t afford to support wel-
fare recipients who attend college instead of
working. Kentucky must get serious about
cutting its caseload by insisting that recipi-
ents participate in work activities immediate-
ly upon receiving benefits, instead of allow-
ing them to avoid such requirements for 24
months.110 A shorter time limit would also
encourage recipients to hurry off the rolls.

State welfare administrators urge families
to view welfare as an insurance policy to use
only in emergencies, warning, “You don’t
want to use up any more than you have to or
you might get canceled.”111 If administrators
are serious about that philosophy, Kentucky
should expand its diversion program for
TANF applicants who need temporary finan-
cial help but do not want to go on welfare. 
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Kentucky
Rank: 33 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 25 – Grade: 52/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 13 – Grade: 38/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 35 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 16/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 11 – Grade: 40/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 1 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 50/50

Reported Working Rank: 28 – Grade: 23/50
Actually Working Rank: 28 – Grade: 23/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 34 – Grade: 34/100 



The Louisiana TANF plan’s two main com-
ponents are the Family Independence Tem-
porary Assistance Program, which provides
cash assistance, and the Family Independence
Work Program, which trains TANF recipients
in basic employment skills.112 A positive addi-
tion to the Louisiana TANF plan came in July
2002 when the state added a diversion pro-
gram that provides lump-sum payments no
more than twice in a lifetime to individuals
who might otherwise find themselves in need
of longer-term cash assistance.113 Such pro-
grams provide emergency assistance to the
working poor, as an alternative to entering the
welfare system. Unfortunately, in September
2002 the program was suspended because of
insufficient funds.114

Meanwhile, Louisiana continues to spend
precious TANF resources on its TANF Initiative
programs that serve “families beyond the offi-
cial welfare-eligible population.”115 Louisiana
would certainly fare better in the rankings if it
focused on keeping people off welfare and serv-
ing the needs of those already on it instead of

stretching TANF funds to do jobs that barely fit
under the TANF mandate.

The Pelican State received high scores for
its reduction of general and child poverty
rates. However, given the state’s appalling ini-
tial poverty rates, there may be less here than
meets the eye. Louisiana had the fourth-high-
est poverty rate in 1996, a ranking it has
maintained over the course of welfare reform.
The state previously had the second-highest
child poverty rate, behind D.C., and now has
the fifth-highest (23.1 percent compared to
the national average of 16.1 percent). It is
easy to improve on such poor numbers.

Louisiana desperately needs to strengthen
its preventive measures. The state does not use
a family cap to dissuade parents on welfare
from having more children, and the state’s
requirements for living arrangements for preg-
nant minors are extremely lenient, making
teen parents who live “independently” eligible
for benefits. Policies such as Louisiana’s raise
the question, just how “independent” are teen
parents who need federal cash assistance?
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Louisiana
Rank: 23 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 5 – Grade: 92/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 9 – Grade: 42/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 10 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 11.43/50 41/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 15 – Grade: 36/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 12 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 39/50

Reported Working Rank: 23 – Grade: 28/50
Actually Working Rank: 14 – Grade: 37/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 24 – Grade: 54/100 



The Maine Center for Economic Policy, a
liberal, nonprofit research organization,
claims that the state’s program is “one of the
most compassionate and effective” in the
country.116 However, Maine’s caseload has
been cut by only 30 percent since 1996. True
compassion is helping recipients to escape the
cycle of dependence caused by the welfare sys-
tem and to achieve self-sufficiency. Maine’s
poor performance in that regard earned it a
failing grade on the report card.

Maine has decided to allow many families
to continue receiving TANF even after the 60-
month limit has passed. In the 61st month,
an entire family can keep receiving cash ben-
efits so long as no family member has been
sanctioned in the 60th month and there have
been fewer than three sanctions during the
entire 60-month period.117 Even those recipi-
ents who are sanctioned in the 60th month
become eligible for extended benefits after
their penalty period is up. 

Maine also has a Parents As Scholars pro-

gram under which needy parents can attend
college for up to four years while receiving
cash assistance. Because the program is state
funded, time spent in the PAS program does
not count toward the 60-month TANF
limit.118 Though the program is limited to
2,000 participants, an eligible family can
receive TANF for five years and then receive
PAS benefits for another four years, without
ever having to find a steady job and leave wel-
fare.

MECEP criticizes the proposed federal wel-
fare reform reauthorization bill, claiming that
its strict work requirements will prevent Maine
from continuing its “individualized approach”
to helping poor families. Reauthorization will
continue the “unfair practice” of enforcing the
60-month time limit even for families who are
working and “doing all that is being asked.”119

Such criticisms fail to acknowledge the value of
the message time limits send—welfare should
be a temporary solution, not a permanent
lifestyle.
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Maine
Rank: 48 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 48 – Grade: 6/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 49 – Grade: 2/50
Good Work Policy: 44.375/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 31 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 20/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 41 – Grade: 10/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 38 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 13/50

Reported Working Rank: 14 – Grade: 37/50
Actually Working Rank: 24 – Grade: 27/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 9 – Grade: 84/100 



Maryland places a respectable 12th in the
overall rankings as a result of quality structur-
al reforms marred by poor work participation.
In spite of a rather substantial caseload decline,
Maryland has failed to successfully move the
remaining welfare recipients into jobs. The
state ranks next to last in reported work partic-
ipation and dead last in the percentage of wel-
fare recipients “actually working.”

The state TANF Plan of 2002 suggests that
current recipients are those who are the most
difficult to employ. The decline in caseloads
has plateaued as the employable recipients are
now working and those left on the rolls are
particularly hard to place, hence the high
unemployment among current recipients.120

However, the state’s successful caseload
reduction may actually be responsible for its
poor work participation. Maryland is in a sit-
uation similar to that of Georgia regarding
caseload reduction credits and reported work
participation. TANF requires 50 percent of
eligible welfare recipients to be engaged in
work activity, yet after caseload reduction
credits, Maryland’s adjusted standard was 6.2
percent.121 Thus, Maryland’s meager 8.3 per-

cent reported work participation (lower than
every state except Georgia) more than ful-
filled the state’s obligation. The result is that
Maryland receives poor quantitative scores
based on the limited work activity the state
reported. Once welfare reauthorization elim-
inates the caseload reduction credit and
states are forced to more carefully track and
report all work participation, Maryland may
display quantitative results that complement
its quality structural reforms.

Maryland continues to suffer for its suc-
cesses on the measures of child poverty and
births to minor women. The state ranked
41st in reduction of child poverty, yet it was
hard to significantly reduce what was already
the lowest child poverty rate in the nation.
Similarly, Maryland had the 10th lowest per-
centage of births to minor women (com-
pared to all births) and now has the 11th low-
est. Unfortunately, since the measure of both
criteria is reduction over time, Maryland suf-
fers for having had low rates to begin with. As
other states continue to reduce their poverty
rates and teenage pregnancy, Maryland can
better compete on future report cards.
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Maryland
Rank: 12 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y3 – Grade: 35/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 9 – Grade: 84/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 11 – Grade: 40/50
Good Work Policy: 50/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 41 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 10/50
Diversion Programs: Y3 – Grade: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 14 – Grade: 37/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of all Births Rank: 40 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 11/50

Reported Working Rank: 50 – Grade: 1/50
Actually Working Rank: 40 – Grade: 11/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/100 



Massachusetts’s Transitional Aid to
Families with Dependent Children was
among the first state pilot programs in the
nation, established under federal waiver in the
mid-1990s. The standards passed with
PRWORA in 1996 ended up being much
stricter than those with which Massachusetts
was experimenting. Still operating under the
waiver, Massachusetts currently requires only
20 hours a week of work-related activity,
which can include community service.122 This
20-hour workweek requirement is among the
most lenient in the country and is a signifi-
cant contributor to Massachusetts’s lacklus-
ter performance in moving people toward
self-sufficiency. Realizing the mistake, Gov.
Mitt Romney recently proposed more strin-
gent work requirements to take effect in 2005.
Said Romney, “We want to see if we can
change programs in a way to encourage peo-
ple from dependency upon government sup-
port to a permanency in their own sup-
port.”123 Romney’s plan is innovative in that
he will set different requirements based on
the ages of the children in the household.
Parents with younger children will have only

4 hours of additional work requirements a
week for a total of 24 hours, while those with
school-aged children will be expected to put
in 34 hours a week. The proposal would help
Massachusetts to keep up with national
trends and provide recipients with much-
needed job experience.

Massachusetts could discourage “depen-
dence upon government” by avoiding it in
the first place, through implementation of
diversion programs. Assisting the working
poor with lump-sum payments, employment
assistance, and similar programs—instead of
welfare checks—is a better method of encour-
aging self-sufficiency.

One policy worth commendation is
Massachusetts’s family cap. Massachusetts is
the only state in New England to have
received the highest grade for its family cap
measure. Yet that bright spot does not
change the many shortcomings of Massa-
chusetts’s welfare system. Gov. Romney
would do well to continue to propose (and
the legislature to adopt) meaningful welfare
reform. Massachusetts has a good deal of
catching up to do.
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Massachusetts
Rank: 36 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 30 – Grade: 42/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 35 – Grade: 16/50
Good Work Policy: 23.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 29 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 23.57/50 22/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 31 – Grade: 20/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of all Births Rank: 33 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 18/50

Reported Working Rank: 7 – Grade: 44/50
Actually Working Rank: 23 – Grade: 28/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 48 – Grade: 6/100 



Michigan was ahead of the curve when it
started implementing welfare reform initia-
tives in 1992. Recognizing the changing nature
of American families and the need to address
the problem of welfare dependence, Michigan
focused its reform efforts on job readiness,
family preservation, and self-sufficiency, as well
as on streamlining the state’s welfare bureauc-
racy.124 Those early reforms led to a drop in
caseloads of more than 70,000 people between
1992 and the implementation of PRWORA in
1996.125 Unfortunately, Michigan’s leadership
in innovation did not continue after the pas-
sage of PRWORA and the implementation of
TANF. 

The Department of Labor and Economic
Growth administers the work side of
Michigan’s TANF plan. The Work First pro-
gram provides a laundry list of services, from
job search help and training programs to

employment assistance in the form of uni-
forms, tools, or automotive repairs.126 Under
the Work First program, Michigan has had
success in putting welfare recipients to work
and ranks 13th in the percentage of working
recipients engaged in actual work activities.
However, the definition of “actually working”
in Michigan could certainly stand to be revis-
ited by lawmakers.

The weakest element of Michigan’s wel-
fare reform implementation is poor enforce-
ment. The state needs to adopt stricter sanc-
tions and time limits to encourage recipients
to attain self-sufficiency. Michigan must also
emphasize prevention programs, such as a
family cap to discourage bringing more chil-
dren into welfare-dependent households,
and diversion programs to help keep those
with short-term needs from entering the wel-
fare system.
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Michigan
Rank: 38 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 20 – Grade: 62/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 38 – Grade: 13/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 25 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 26/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 16 – Grade: 35/50
Time Limits: 0/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 18 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 33/50

Reported Working Rank: 32 – Grade: 19/50
Actually Working Rank: 13 – Grade: 38/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 20 – Grade: 62/100 



Minnesota responded to the call for wel-
fare reform by developing the Minnesota
Family Investment Program, which promotes
a “tough but fair solution to welfare depen-
dency.”127 That is not really the case, as the
program is neither particularly tough on
recipients nor fair to taxpayers. 

When it comes to preventive measures
aimed at keeping welfare numbers low, there
is little that is “tough” about Minnesota’s
welfare reform. The state ranked 42nd at
reducing the birthrate for minors and has
exceptionally loose rules when it comes to liv-
ing arrangements for minors, allowing preg-
nant teens to live “independently.” There is
no family cap in place and therefore no
incentive for people on the dole to make
responsible decisions for their families. 

Similarly, there is little indication that
Minnesota’s work requirements are particu-
larly tough. What happens if a recipient fails
to engage in work-related activity? The state
imposes an initial 10 percent reduction in ben-

efits, followed by a 30 percent reduction if
noncompliance continues. At no point does
Minnesota entirely cut off recipients for non-
compliance. 

On a brighter note, Minnesota does offer
some diversionary assistance for families with
immediate but not long-term cash assistance
needs. In an effort to prevent the need for long-
term participation, a grant of up to four months
of MFIP assistance is available to applicants who
have not participated in a diversion program or
enrolled in welfare for at least a year.128

Minnesota is also experimenting with
tougher policies on the county level. Dakota
County has developed a stricter screening
process for initial applicants. In Anoka
County recipients who fail to seek work are
more easily kicked off assistance.129 However,
those pilot programs are not enough to
counter the inadequacies of MFIP. A number
of changes must be made for Minnesota to be
able to legitimately boast that its welfare pro-
gram is “tough and fair.”
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Minnesota
Rank: 41 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 36 – Grade: 30/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 8 – Grade: 43/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 5 – Grade:
Bad Work Policy: 7.14/50 46/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 42 – Grade: 9/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 43 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 8/50

Reported Working Rank: 21 – Grade: 30/50
Actually Working Rank: 38 – Grade: 13/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 25 – Grade: 52/100 



Mississippi was one of the first states to
implement welfare reform back in 1993, and
the state has consistently made great strides in
cutting caseloads, promoting work, and pre-
venting welfare fraud and abuse. Since 1996
welfare cases have gone down 63.5 percent,
thanks mostly to an array of enforcement poli-
cies that discourage long-term dependence on
government. Any TANF recipient who fails to
complete his work requirements will lose his
entire benefit for several months or until he
complies. The state also has a family cap poli-
cy to discourage having additional children
while receiving benefits. There are several pro-
grams in place to continue Mississippi’s suc-
cessful trend of reducing the percentage of
births to teenagers.

However, there are a few missing elements
in Mississippi’s welfare program that affected

its grade. For one, the state lacks a diversion
program to deter potential welfare recipients
from signing on to long-term cash assistance.
Mississippi should also require that TANF
recipients start searching for work or begin
some sort of job experience as an immediate
condition of receiving benefits. Such an
approach will reinforce the message that wel-
fare is temporary and work is the only way to
financial independence.

Mississippi received high points for signifi-
cant caseload reductions in the first five years of
welfare reform. Unfortunately, in 2002 welfare
rolls began to creep upward because of high
unemployment and a poor economic climate.130

The economy is now improving, but for welfare
reform to truly take off in Mississippi, state leg-
islators must pass stricter time limit require-
ments and fund a diversion program.
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Mississippi
Rank: 25 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 13 – Grade: 76/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 18 – Grade: 33/50
Good Work Policy: 30/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 43 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 8/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 22 – Grade: 29/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 6 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 45/50

Reported Working Rank: 47 – Grade: 4/50
Actually Working Rank: 30 – Grade: 21/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 39 – Grade: 24/100 



Missouri has been described as “highly
urban yet deeply rural.”131 Unfortunately,
Missouri fails to effectively serve either demo-
graphic group, receiving the next to lowest
score on the report card. Compared with other
states, Missouri had mediocre success in cut-
ting caseloads, lowering the birthrate for
minors, and enforcing work requirements.

Missouri’s welfare program does not
encourage self-sufficiency through work. The
state also has one of the weakest sanctioning
policies in the country and lacks a lump-sum
diversion program that might help TANF-eli-
gible families find or keep a job before apply-
ing for benefits.132 Once a person is on welfare,
Missouri does not encourage participation in
valuable work activities that would equip a
recipient to get off welfare. If a recipient does
not participate in work activities or violates
the “self-sufficiency pact,” only 25 percent of
the family’s monthly benefits are withheld for
three months, or until compliance. Even after
multiple violations, only a fraction of a fami-
ly’s benefits is taken away.133

In addition, Missouri fails to discourage
dependence resulting from out-of-wedlock
births. The state’s policy on living arrange-
ments for minor parents has enormous loop-
holes, allowing pregnant teens to avoid living
at home and finishing school for such “good
cause” as having already lived away from home
for a year.134 Such exemptions undermine the
purposes of the policy, to deter teenage preg-
nancy and encourage teenage mothers to fin-
ish school. Once a mother is on welfare, there
is no family cap policy to dissuade her from
having additional children while receiving
assistance.

Missouri’s time limit policy mirrors the
federally mandated five-year rule, and the state
also permits extensions of benefits beyond five
years for more than 20 percent of its average
monthly caseload.135 In order to reduce its
caseload further and encourage TANF fami-
lies to support themselves, Missouri needs to
implement stricter time limits and levy harsh-
er sanctions on those who do not actively
search for work.
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Missouri
Rank: 50 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 31 – Grade: 40/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 37 – Grade: 14/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 24 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 5.71/50 27/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 26 – Grade: 25/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 22 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 29/50

Reported Working Rank: 41 – Grade: 10/50
Actually Working Rank: 33 – Grade: 18/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 36 – Grade: 30/100 



There is little doubt that 28th-ranked
Montana could have fared significantly bet-
ter in the state comparison. One need only
look at the phenomenal success of Wyoming,
Montana’s neighbor to the south. Both
states have fewer than a million residents and
very similar demographics across the board.
Montana even has a slight edge over
Wyoming in terms of the percentage of peo-
ple living in poverty. So why has Montana’s
welfare reform been less successful than that
of Wyoming? The answer lies in Montana’s
welfare policies.

There are a number of policy areas in
which Montana needs to play catch-up in
order to compete. Discouraging teen preg-
nancy is an obvious place to start; Montana
ranked 46th on that measure. Montana
could improve its grade both by implement-
ing a family cap policy and by the results that
a cap can produce by discouraging welfare
dependence as a lifestyle.

Montana fared about as well as Wyoming
in work policies, ranking second on reported
participation rates and 10th on those actually
working as a percentage of all welfare recipi-
ents. The Treasure State could certainly pull

ahead of Wyoming on work-related measures
by narrowing its definition of acceptable work
activity. Unfortunately, Montana also falls
short on enforcement of work requirements.
Though it levels some sanctions against non-
compliant recipients, there is no point at
which Montana truly puts its foot down.
Recipients may essentially reapply for benefits
and renegotiate their Family Investment
Agreements indefinitely, undermining the
purpose of establishing sanctions.136

Montana has developed quality partner-
ships with the private and nonprofit sectors,
allowing communities to help those in need.
However, state officials are concerned that
local organizations, such as food banks and
shelters, are beginning to run low on
resources. The director of Montana’s
Department of Public Health and Human
Service’s Human and Community Services
Division admits, “One of the things we’ve
learned is there is a tremendous capacity in
communities to help, but that capacity is
being tested.”137 Montana would do well to
focus on welfare policy that encourages civil
society to meet local needs instead of relying
on federal funds.
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Montana
Rank: 28 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 41 – Grade: 20/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 6 – Grade: 45/50
Good Work Policy: 33.75/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 9 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 25/50 42/50
Diversion Programs: Y3– Grade: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 46 – Grade: 5/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 44 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 7/50

Reported Working Rank: 2 – Grade: 49/50
Actually Working Rank: 44 – Grade: 7/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 10 – Grade: 82/100 



Although Nebraska has established a
strong sanctions policy, the state has failed to
implement many structural reforms worth
enforcing. Nebraska’s welfare reform pro-
gram, Employment First, took effect in 1995.
Employment First, like most state plans,
requires a self-sufficiency contract, has a time
limit schedule, and gives transitional cash
assistance.138 However, when it comes to
making recipients ready for the job market,
Nebraska ranked 33rd, 37th, and 41st on the
various work participation measures and has
among the most lenient definitions of work
participation.

Nebraska has implemented the strongest
kind of family cap. Unfortunately, it has
failed to meaningfully relate the implications

of a family cap policy to teenagers in danger
of finding themselves on the dole: it was one
of only 11 states to experience an increase in
the birthrates for minors between 1999 and
2000.139 The Nebraska Supreme Court decid-
ed in December 2003 that the family cap pro-
vision is constitutional, although it cannot
apply to disabled mothers.140

Nebraska’s poor grade is also influenced by
the state’s pre-PRWORA success. Nebraska
began experiencing caseload decline in 1993,
much earlier than most states,141 and the state
had one of the lowest birthrates for minors
when welfare reform was passed. Therefore,
the state suffers for its early successes, since
the bar by which it is measured is set at 1996
levels.
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Nebraska
Rank: 43 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 47 – Grade: 8/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 39 – Grade: 12/50
Good Work Policy: 25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 27 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 9.29/50 24/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 50 – Grade: 1/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 42 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 9/50

Reported Working Rank: 33 – Grade: 18/50
Actually Working Rank: 37 – Grade: 14/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 41 – Grade: 20/100 



In 2003 HHS awarded Nevada $2 million
for “achieving Top 10 status in welfare reform
performance for the fifth straight year.”142

The problem is that Nevada’s caseload reduc-
tion places it second to last among all the
states, with a 24.6 percent reduction com-
pared to a national average of 59.5 percent.
What does that tell us? For one thing, it indi-
cates that the HHS method of rewarding per-
formance is inadequate in that it fails to look
at a state’s entire program when awarding
cash bonuses. In spite of the few praiseworthy
measures for which Nevada has been reward-
ed, there is good deal more that must be done.

Overall, Nevada excelled on only one of the
measures: decline in the birthrate for minors.
That success could certainly be buttressed by
allowing fewer exemptions to the requirements
for living arrangements for minor parents and
implementing a strict family cap policy. 

Like a number of other states, Nevada
requires recipients to sign a written Personal
Responsibility Plan and Agreement of Co-

operation.143 Unfortunately, the enforcement
mechanisms of the agreements give little
incentive for full compliance—cash-related
sanctions consist of a graduated system in
which some benefits remain available for up to
three months after a first violation, three
months after a second violation, and one
month after a third. Though there is a “three-
strike” element to the system (recipients are
permanently cut off one month into the third
violation), it takes quite some time to arrive at
that point.144

Although all states struggled with the eco-
nomic slowdown of the past several years,
Nevada was hit extraordinarily hard. Between
January 2001 and January 2002, caseloads
increased 51 percent. The economy of Las
Vegas, where 75 percent of Nevada’s TANF
caseload reside, is based on the entertainment
industry, which is particularly sensitive to eco-
nomic downturns.145 As the economy stabi-
lizes, Nevada’s caseload and poverty rate rank-
ings should improve.
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Nevada
Rank: 37 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 50 – Grade: 2/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 45 – Grade: 6/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 13 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 38/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 3 – Grade: 48/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 29 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 22/50

Reported Working Rank: 43 – Grade: 8/50
Actually Working Rank: 42 – Grade: 9/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 42 – Grade: 18/100 



According to one study, welfare reforms
and the healthy economy were equally respon-
sible for New Hampshire’s reduced rolls in the
first three years of reform.146 However, since
New Hampshire ranks only 45th in caseload
reduction, it must rely more on structural
reforms; a robust economy is not enough.

New Hampshire TANF recipients are
required to participate in the New Hampshire
Employment Program. Unfortunately, NHEP
does not take a rigorous “work first” approach,
as the program consists of 26-week cycles alter-
nating between job search and work-for-bene-
fits activities. Under this arrangement, a new
welfare recipient can spend more than six
months on the rolls before ever having to work.
In addition, some participants qualify for “self-
directed job search,” which translates to
reduced accountability.147 Lacking a diversion

program, New Hampshire is enrolling in the
welfare system employable adults with only
short-term emergency needs. The state’s weak
sanction policy and failure to promote job
experience prevent welfare dependents from
acheiving self-sufficiency. 

New Hampshire has experimented with
some quality reforms, such as welfare privati-
zation. For example, the town of Newport
has a population of 6,100 and no welfare
department. That is because in June 1996 the
town contracted with a local nonprofit to
provide a one-stop welfare services center.
Community Alliance of Human Services is
saving the town 50 percent in welfare admin-
istration expenses, easing the application
process with only one set of papers to fill out,
and requiring former recipients to pay the
town back once they are on their feet.148
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New Hampshire
Rank: 46 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 45 – Grade: 12/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 30 – Grade: 21/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 7 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 23.57/50 44/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 24 – Grade: 27/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 32 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 19/50

Reported Working Rank: 18 – Grade: 33/50
Actually Working Rank: 43 – Grade: 8/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 32 – Grade: 38/100 



Welfare reform in New Jersey began well
before the passage of PRWORA in 1996. In
1992 New Jersey received a federal waiver to
implement its Family Development Program,
an experimental program aimed at moving
AFDC recipients toward self-sufficiency. One
priority of the program was to discourage wel-
fare recipients from getting pregnant through
the implementation of a family cap, which New
Jersey pioneered.149 In a ruling in August 2003
the New Jersey State Supreme Court upheld
New Jersey’s family caps. Wrote Chief Justice
Deborah T. Poritz, “This case is not about a
woman’s right to choose whether and when to
have children, but rather about whether the
state must subsidize that choice.”150 Twenty
states have followed New Jersey’s lead in imple-
menting family caps. 

After PRWORA was authorized, New
Jersey’s Family Development Program was
replaced by Work First New Jersey, which
administers both the state TANF plan and a
general assistance plan for single recipients or

couples with no children. Like other state pro-
grams that have proven successful, WFNJ
stresses work activity as the key component of
achieving self-sufficiency.151 WFNJ, which is
administered by the Division of Family
Development, also includes provisions that
focus on parental responsibility. Teen parents
must live at home or in a suitable supervised
setting; single mothers must identify the
fathers of their children; and both parents are
held equally accountable for the well-being of
their children, regardless of custody.152 New
Jersey is also a good example of organization-
al devolution; its 21 county welfare agencies
administer the TANF program under the
supervision of DFD.153

There are several things New Jersey policy-
makers can do to demonstrate their commit-
ment to improving incentives to get off of wel-
fare. Improving diversionary resources and
looking into more stringent enforcement
measures, for example, could help New Jersey’s
grade.
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New Jersey
Rank: 9 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 14 – Grade: 74/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 22 – Grade: 29/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 26 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 9.29/50 25/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 30 – Grade: 21/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 36 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 15/50

Reported Working Rank: 26 – Grade: 25/50
Actually Working Rank: 19 – Grade: 32/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients

Rank: 17 – Grade: 68/100 



There are few highlights in New Mexico’s
welfare reform efforts. The state has followed
federal TANF regulations by imposing a five-
year time limit and requiring work activities
for TANF recipients, but New Mexico has
done little above and beyond those mini-
mum standards. There is no diversion pro-
gram and no family cap policy, and the poli-
cy on living arrangements for pregnant
minors is somewhat broad. The latter prob-
lem is especially relevant since New Mexico
ranks 39th in reducing births to minors as a
percentage of all births.

One state-commissioned survey found
that only 51 percent of respondents who had

received TANF any time in 1998 or 1999 were
off welfare and working at the time of inter-
view.154 If only half of those who leave welfare
are managing to find and keep jobs, there is
clearly something missing in the state’s tran-
sitional support plan.

New Mexico’s high quantitative results
grade can be credited to its first-place ranking
for poverty rate reduction. However, it is not
surprising that the state experienced a huge
drop, given that it had the highest poverty rate
to begin with, 25.6 percent in 1996. Although
the rate dropped more than that of any other
state, it has begun to inch back up; New Mexico
had the third-highest poverty rate in 2002.
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New Mexico
Rank: 26 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 23 – Grade: 56/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 1 – Grade: 50/50
Good Work Policy: 48.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 37 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 11.43/50 14/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 20 – Grade: 31/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 39 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 12/50

Reported Working Rank: 16 – Grade: 35/50
Actually Working Rank: 10 – Grade: 41/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 12 – Grade: 78/100 



New York State appears to have succeeded
in cutting caseloads (down more than 70 per-
cent since 1996), reducing the birthrate for
minors (down almost 20 percent), and mov-
ing people from dependence to employment.

The Office of Temporary and Disability
Assistance credits the success in caseload
reduction to a “work-first” philosophy, diver-
sion programs, an income disregard policy that
gives clients an incentive to earn wages, and a
solid commitment to transitional support for
people moving from welfare to work.155 A
recent study found that 63 percent of former
TANF recipients were working when surveyed,
and 73.8 percent of those working at the time
were working more than 35 hours per week.156

There is a glaring problem facing New
York, however. Public assistance rolls have
risen since mid-2003 in part because of a pro-
gram called Safety Net Assistance, which pro-

vides the same benefits as the federal TANF
program but imposes no time limits. The
state constitution obligates local govern-
ments to take care of all who are needy. Thus,
local and county governments bear all the
costs of SNA. By August 2003, 41,000 former
TANF families had moved to SNA, placing
an enormous burden on already-strapped
state and local budgets.157

Therefore, New York scores well in case-
load reduction (since federal caseloads are
evaluated), but the decrease in TANF rolls is
actually a bit of an illusion. Shuffling fami-
lies from the federal dole to state and locally
funded systems should hardly be considered
progress, especially for the taxpayers of New
York, who essentially end up paying for wel-
fare twice. The existence of SNA completely
negates the self-sufficiency incentives created
by TANF.
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New York
Rank: 16 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 7 – Grade: 88/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 15 – Grade: 36/50
Good Work Policy: 42.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 14 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 28.57/50 37/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 17 – Grade: 34/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 31 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 20/50

Reported Working Rank: 24 – Grade: 27/50
Actually Working Rank: 6 – Grade: 45/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 13 – Grade: 76/100 



North Carolina has taken a three-pronged
approach to welfare reform, focusing its
efforts on diversion, work, and retention. The
Benefit Diversion Program keeps families off
welfare by helping them cope with unexpect-
ed emergencies related to keeping a job. The
program offers up to three months of cash
benefits and Medicaid to eligible families,
who are then ineligible for regular TANF
benefits for a specified time.158

North Carolina also makes work the top
priority for TANF families; once a recipient
moves from welfare to work, benefits are
available for up to 24 months, after which
there is a three-year ineligibility period.159

That approach may anger critics who call
such strict limits unfair to families facing
major setbacks, but it certainly works—the
state has cut its caseload by nearly 69 percent
since welfare reform was instituted.

The state’s retention plan helps families
stay off public assistance by encouraging them
to save and showing them that they are better
off working than on welfare. Struggling fami-
lies are often reluctant to accrue assets for fear

of exceeding eligibility requirements if they
need to turn to welfare. By raising the limits
on allowable savings and automobile value
and providing services to support the working
poor, such as subsidized childcare and trans-
portation, the state encourages work and sav-
ing while keeping people off welfare.160

The state allows a significant amount of
local control of its Work First programs by dis-
tributing state block grants to counties and
encouraging participation by a wide range of
public, private, and nonprofit groups. Local
input provides more efficient social services to
those who are truly in need. 

Unfortunately, overall poverty rate reduc-
tion in North Carolina remains among the
worst in the country. The state also suffered in
the rankings as a result of its teen pregnancy
programs—the decline in its birthrate for
minors ranked a reasonable 20th, but it lost
out on points because of its numerous exemp-
tions to the requirements for living arrange-
ments for minor parents. North Carolina is on
the right track overall, but there is certainly
room for improvement.
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North Carolina
Rank: 18 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 8 – Grade: 86/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 48 – Grade: 3/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 12 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 39/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 20 – Grade: 31/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 11 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 40/50

Reported Working Rank: 35 – Grade: 16/50
Actually Working Rank: 34 – Grade: 17/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 38 – Grade: 26/100 



North Dakota has one of the smallest state
populations in the country, with a relatively
small caseload even before welfare reform was
instituted. The state has not been able to sig-
nificantly reduce its caseload since 1996, and
after bottoming out at 2,700 in early 2000,
caseloads have slowly begun creeping back
up.161

In October 2003 the state received a total of
$1.28 million in High Performance Bonuses
from the federal government for meeting its
job-entry objectives.162 Such success is attrib-
utable to North Dakota’s guidelines that edu-
cation or job training can count for only a por-
tion of a participant’s work requirement.163

The state is having major problems influ-
encing one important demographic group—
Native Americans. More than 50 percent of
the state’s welfare caseload is Native American,

and TANF recipients in counties that have
unemployment rates greater than 50 percent
are exempted from the 60-month time limit
on benefits.164 The majority of those who
remain on welfare for long stretches of time
are Native Americans living on reservations
where jobs are scarce, drug addiction and alco-
holism are rampant, and opportunities to
become self-sufficient are few and far between.

In addition to focusing on Native Ameri-
cans, North Dakota should make reducing
teen pregnancy a priority. With its lax minor
parent policy, the state conveys the message
that it has no intention of requiring a preg-
nant teenager to live at home and finish her
high school education. That no doubt is a
contributor to North Dakota’s distressingly
high birthrate for minors and the number of
births to teens as a percentage of all births.
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North Dakota
Rank: 49 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 44 – Grade: 14/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 43 – Grade: 8/50
Good Work Policy: 48.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 33 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 18/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 40 – Grade: 11/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 45 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 6/50

Reported Working Rank: 30 – Grade: 21/50
Actually Working Rank: 32 – Grade: 19/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 21 – Grade: 60/100 



Ohio’s success at implementing welfare
reform exemplifies the benefits of devolving
the administration of welfare programs to
the local level. Ohio Works First, the cash
assistance portion of the state’s TANF plan,
features “partnership agreements” between
Ohio counties and the state. The agreements
provide funding from the state to the coun-
ties but allow each county to devise innova-
tive and creative administrative solutions at
the local level. Recognizing that one-size-fits-
all solutions do not work when it comes to
addressing the needs of a particular locality
has helped Ohio to drastically reduce case-
loads.

Caseloads have also been cut by Ohio’s
rigorous enforcement of time limits and the
use of sanctions for recipients who are not in
compliance. OWF includes self-sufficiency
contracts, which put in writing the obliga-
tions recipients must fulfill to continue

receiving contractually specified benefits.165

Such contracts help in enforcing sanctions
for noncompliance by making the responsi-
bilities of recipients indisputably clear. Even
refusing to sign the contract can result in
ineligibility for benefits.166 Unlike some other
states, Ohio built in the added penalty of full-
family sanctions.  

The Ohio Department of Jobs and Family
Services, the umbrella department under
which OWF is administered, suggested in a
2002 article that the success of OWF has
reached a plateau.167 The department must
now figure out how to best fill the needs of the
200,000 people remaining on welfare who
have significant barriers to achieving self-suf-
ficiency. Increasing a family’s number of
dependents while on the welfare system would
be one such barrier; therefore, Ohio could ben-
efit significantly by implementing a family cap
policy. 
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Ohio
Rank: 2 Grade: A

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 11 – Grade: 80/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 12 – Grade: 39/50
Good Work Policy: 50/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 30 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 7.14/50 21/50
Diversion Programs: Y2 – Grade: 85/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 18 – Grade: 33/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 17 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 34/50

Reported Working Rank: 10 – Grade: 41/50
Actually Working Rank: 18 – Grade: 33/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 4 – Grade: 94/100 



Oklahoma’s welfare system receives a D,
despite a number of well-meaning welfare-to-
work initiatives. The state simply has not suc-
ceeded in moving people into the workforce
and helping them to remain there.

First, the good news. Oklahoma levies full
sanctions against TANF recipients who do not
try to find work; noncompliance with pro-
gram requirements means no cash assistance.
The State Work Incentive program allows
state agencies to hire TANF recipients for
entry-level positions. To drive home the mes-
sage that work is better than welfare, the state
now allows higher income disregards on
earned wages and vehicles to encourage the
working poor to accrue assets without threat
of future ineligibility for assistance.168

Although the state caseload declined
more than 62 percent between 1996 and
2003, the number of welfare recipients who
actually work is disappointing. Oklahoma
ranks 49th in both the number of welfare
recipients actually working and those people
as a percentage of all welfare recipients. Part
of the problem is the state’s definition of
work activity. Oklahoma does not allow

activities that should be encouraged—such as
community service—to qualify as work, and
almost 40 percent of people reported “work-
ing” were actually only participating in job
search.169

Oklahoma’s birthrate for minors is still
quite high and will likely remain so until
Oklahoma strengthens its family cap policy
and closes state loopholes to the federal
requirement that pregnant minors live at
home while receiving TANF. This program is
designed to encourage young single mothers
to finish school and to send the message that
government is no longer subsidizing teenage
pregnancy. Allowing any minor who “lived on
[her] own for some time before the birth of the
child” to opt out completely undermines the
purpose of the program.170

Oklahoma’s high birthrate for minors (9th
in the nation), coupled with its high divorce
rate (3rd in the nation in 1999),171 contributes
to the state’s increase in child poverty. Growth
in single-parent families is responsible for
almost all of the increase in child poverty since
1970 and is an additional incentive for
Oklahoma to address out-of-wedlock births.172
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Oklahoma
Rank: 34 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y3 – Grade: 35/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 15 – Grade: 72/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 16 – Grade: 35/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 45 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 6/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 39 – Grade: 12/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 16 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 35/50

Reported Working Rank: 37 – Grade: 14/50
Actually Working Rank: 49 – Grade: 2/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 49 – Grade: 4/100 



On the surface, Oregon’s welfare reform
efforts appear moderately successful. Case-
loads dropped more than 40 percent between
1996 and 2003. Birthrates for minors dropped
more than 20 percent, and TANF recipients
are eligible for benefits for only 24 months in
seven years.173 The state also has a system of
sanctions that penalizes first the nonperform-
ing recipient and then the entire family by
reducing or eliminating benefits.174

However, since the implementation of
PRWORA, Oregon has operated under a feder-
al waiver that allows a very loose definition of
“work activities.” TANF recipients can take
adult education classes, go to therapy for a
mental illness, or seek drug counseling, and all
of those activities count toward their work
requirement even though none is directly relat-

ed to employment.175 The state says that 64 per-
cent of TANF recipients are engaged in “work
activities,” but without Oregon’s generous fed-
eral waiver, that number would be a mere 11
percent.176 Certainly, seeking help for mental ill-
ness or drug addiction and furthering one’s
education are beneficial activities, but they are
not providing skills for self-sufficiency, such as
those found through job experience. 

After a reauthorization bill is finally passed,
Oregon will likely continue seeking waivers
that will exempt it from mandatory “work
activities.”177 However, the state must adhere
to strict work requirements if reducing depen-
dence is the objective. There is no better path
to self-sufficiency than steady work, and
Oregon should insist that TANF receipt be
contingent on working.
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Oregon
Rank: 31 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 37 – Grade: 28/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 26 – Grade: 25/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 8 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 43/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 6 – Grade: 45/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 14 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 37/50

Reported Working Rank: 6 – Grade: 45/50
Actually Working Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 47 – Grade: 8/100 



Pennsylvania’s problems with welfare reform
can be summed up in one word: Philadelphia.
While most counties in Pennsylvania have seen
their caseloads drop steadily since 1996, the
bulk of the state’s problem cases is centered in
Philadelphia, where job growth has been slower
than in most major urban areas. Even Pitts-
burgh has been relatively successful in moving
TANF recipients to work during a period of eco-
nomic difficulty, but Philadelphia saw the num-
ber of immigrants receiving welfare double in
the second half of the 1990s.178

Part of the problem is the lack of a diver-
sion program to help potential TANF appli-
cants with job-related expenses or emergen-
cies. Pennsylvania’s low grade is also due to the
fact that the state’s time limits are no better
than the federal standard. According to the
state’s Office of Income Maintenance, there
are several ways to “stop the five-year TANF
clock.” For example, those who cannot get or

keep a job are invited to join the Maximizing
Participation Project, which helps TANF
recipients “overcome obstacles” by providing
“needs assessment,” “special services,” and job
coaching.179 Volunteering for the MPP allows
recipients to spend extra time on cash assis-
tance. Such a program may be useful for men-
tally ill or disabled TANF recipients, but the
vast majority of those on cash assistance sim-
ply need to understand that work pays. A city-
wide effort to advertise the Earned Income Tax
Credit is one way of encouraging those falter-
ing in the welfare-to-work program to stick
with their jobs. 

Since Pennsylvania’s welfare system is so
heavily burdened by the needs of Philadelphia
residents, the state should allow Philadelphia
to identify its most pressing needs (such as its
swelling immigrant population) and partner
with local communities and private service
providers to address those needs.
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Pennsylvania
Rank: 39 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 18 – Grade: 66/100
Teens at Home: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 19 – Grade: 32/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 16 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 35/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 36 – Grade: 15/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 37 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 14/50

Reported Working Rank: 49 – Grade: 2/50
Actually Working Rank: 4 – Grade: 47/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 35 – Grade: 32/100 



If you thought that Rhode Island, a tiny,
prosperous state, would be able to easily cut
its welfare caseload, you would be wrong.
Rhode Island reduced its caseload by almost
37 percent between 1996 and 2003, an unim-
pressive feat, considering that most other
states cut their rolls by 50 to 80 percent in the
same time period. That mediocre perfor-
mance may be due to the fact that the state
levies only partial sanctions on those who
violate their job search requirements, has no
family cap policy, and allows some minor
parents to receive TANF even if they live on
their own.

Under the state’s Family Independence
Program, TANF recipients must “work, look
for work, or begin preparing for work” within
the first two years of receiving benefits, not
immediately or within a few months, as in
most other states.180 Even if five years have
passed, TANF recipients who are working or

are involved in “some sort of job training” may
still be eligible for cash benefits. And it is not
difficult to participate in a “work activity”
since Rhode Island is very liberal in its defini-
tion of qualifying work. That is certainly not a
“work-first” approach, and a study of Rhode
Island’s welfare leavers by the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation agreed:
“While other states emphasized a ‘work-first’
philosophy and reduction in welfare benefits,
Rhode Island emphasized education and
training as a first step towards independence
from FIP.”181

The American Institute for Full Employ-
ment described Rhode Island’s welfare pro-
gram as “a celebration of dependency,”182

which is reflected in the state’s quantitative
results. Rhode Island ranks in the bottom 10
states for caseload reduction, decline in the
birthrate for minors and percentage of births
to minors, and reported work participation.
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Rhode Island
Rank: 44 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 43 – Grade: 16/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 36 – Grade: 15/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 2 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 49/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 48 – Grade: 3/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 49 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 2/50

Reported Working Rank: 42 – Grade: 9/50
Actually Working Rank: 21 – Grade: 30/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 22 – Grade: 58/100 



South Carolina’s Family Independence
Program imposes a set of tough but fair guide-
lines to ensure that struggling families get the
resources they need to attain self-sufficiency.
The FI program is based on a “reciprocal
agreement between welfare recipients and tax-
payers” whereby the state promises temporary
financial support for needy parents who
promise to look for and keep a job.183

South Carolina’s Department of Social
Services has made it clear that the state will
not subsidize those who choose not to work.
Full-family sanctions discourage TANF recip-
ients from violating their Individual Self-
Sufficiency Plans by eliminating benefits for
the entire family when violations occur. The
state also imposes some of the strictest time
limits in the nation in order to reduce its case-
load; a family may receive cash assistance for
no more than 24 of 120 consecutive months
(and for no more than 60 months total).184

South Carolina allows for a generous 50 per-

cent disregard on all earned income for four
months, which allows TANF recipients to
keep half their wages and their cash benefits
during that time period.185 Incentives like
those reduce the appeal of leaving gainful
employment and sliding back into depen-
dence.

Unfortunately, South Carolina’s economy
was hit hard by the economic slowdown of
2001; it experienced a 4.5 percent increase in
the poverty rate and a 6.7 percent increase in
the child poverty rate. Stateline.org, a nonpar-
tisan state news publication, reported that
economists believe the increase in South
Carolina’s poverty rate could be tied to the
state’s jobless rate, specifically the loss of
manufacturing jobs (the state lost 20,000
manufacturing jobs in 2001).186 Although
the state’s poverty rate has begun to recover
from the 2001 peak, over the course of wel-
fare reform the state has experienced an over-
all increase in its poverty rate.
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South Carolina
Rank: 14 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y3 – Grade: 35/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 21 – Grade: 60/100
Teens at Home: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 46 – Grade: 5/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 50 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 1/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 44 – Grade: 7/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 15 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 36/50

Reported Working Rank: 11 – Grade: 40/50
Actually Working Rank: 36 – Grade: 15/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 33 – Grade: 36/100 



In July 2002 South Dakota received a
$740,843 bonus from the federal government
for helping recipients move toward self-suffi-
ciency,187 and a number of innovative work
programs have been implemented to help
welfare recipients make the transition from
TANF to financial stability. For instance, the
Work Opportunity Tax Credit Program offers
employers who hire welfare recipients a tax
credit of up to $2,400. Other employers can
agree to try out a welfare recipient for six
weeks, and the state provides the worker with
a weekly stipend until the employer decides to
hire him full-time. The Combined Work and
Education Activity initiative allows certain
TANF recipients to attend college part-time
and work part-time to fulfill work require-
ments. All courses taken must relate to a
“marketable skill” that will lead to employ-
ment.188

Only minors and parents of children

under 12 weeks old are exempt from partici-
pating in work activities; everyone else must
follow the stipulations of his PRA in order to
receive benefits. And recipients are working;
South Dakota ranked in the top 10 on two of
the three work participation measures.
Unfortunately, there is no family cap policy
in place to discourage having children while
on welfare. South Dakota’s grade also suffers
from lax time limits and sanctions policies
and the lowest ranking for decline in the
birthrate for minors.

Large rural states like South Dakota tend
to have lower welfare caseloads to begin with,
and low-income residents tend to value
financial self-sufficiency as a worthy goal.
South Dakota has shown that well-tailored
programs can complement such favorable
circumstances and bring caseloads down to a
minimum while helping families become
economically independent.
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Rank: 22 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 17 – Grade: 68/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 34 – Grade: 17/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 21 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 30/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 51 – Grade: 0/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 50 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 1/50

Reported Working Rank: 17 – Grade: 34/50
Actually Working Rank: 7 – Grade: 44/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 7 – Grade: 88/100 



Tennessee began reforming its welfare sys-
tem before federal legislation was passed, and
over the last eight years it has developed fairly
strict rules and initiatives to help its welfare fam-
ilies transition to self-sufficiency. Unfortunately,
the state’s hard work has not paid off; Tennessee
ranks at the bottom in caseload decline from
1996 to 2003. Caseloads have dropped by less
than a third since reform was implemented.
What explains that poor performance?

Tennessee’s Families First began as a waiv-
er program, approved before PRWORA.
Tennessee still operates under the original
program, which allows the state to count
more hours of educational, training, and job
search activities toward fulfillment of the
work requirement.189 Families First also places
heavy emphasis on basic math and reading
skills for adults. TANF recipients who test
below the ninth-grade level in either subject
can take 20 hours of classes a week in lieu of
work activities.190 That is why Tennessee can
report a high degree of work participation but
scores low (50th) when evaluated on whether
those activities are “actual work.”

Tennessee lacks any formal diversion pro-
grams that might keep the working poor and
those with emergency needs from applying
for welfare at all. Of those who manage to
leave the rolls, nearly a third reenter the pro-
gram within 55 months.191 A Department of
Human Services report showed that since
1996, 20 policy changes to Families First
(involving income disregards and number of
work hours required, for example) have
resulted in actually adding roughly 4,000
new cases.192 Those factors combine to pro-
duce an abysmal caseload reduction score.

On a positive note, Tennessee’s time limit
policy is arranged so that a TANF recipient
loses cash assistance for three months after
being in the program for 18 months (the life-
time total is still 60 months).193 In addition,
Individual Development Accounts, in select-
ed counties, allow Families First participants
to save up to $5,000 for anything related to
finding and keeping a stable job, including
career development, education, small busi-
ness development, home ownership, and
transportation.194
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Rank: 35 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 49 – Grade: 4/100
Teens at Home: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 23 – Grade: 28/50
Good Work Policy: 23.125/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 48 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 3/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 19 – Grade: 32/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 10 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 41/50

Reported Working Rank: 19 – Grade: 32/50
Actually Working Rank: 50 – Grade: 1/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 44 – Grade: 14/100 



When Gov. George W. Bush took office in
1994, welfare reform was among his top pri-
orities. Before federal welfare reform was
signed into law, many reform initiatives had
already been implemented in Texas, including
Personal Responsibility Agreements for all
recipients, lifetime limits for aid, and stricter
enforcement of child support payments.195

Though Texas reduced its caseload by
nearly 50 percent between 1996 and 2003,
many of the new welfare policies have not
been very effective because of lack of enforce-
ment. For example, time limits for CHOICES
(formerly the Job Opportunity and Basic
Skills program) participants vary on the basis
of education and experience. Those with a
high school diploma or at least 18 months of
work experience can receive cash benefits for
only one year, while those with less than
three years of high school or less than six

months work experience can stay on the dole
for up to three years.196 When it comes to
enforcing those time limits, less than one
case per month on average was denied assis-
tance because of the state time limits
between 1996 and 2003.197

Texas allows pregnant minors to receive
assistance even if they live “independently”
(without parents or guardians) and lacks a
family cap policy to discourage subsequent
births while on welfare. On a positive note,
Texas instituted a successful diversion pro-
gram, TANF-One-Time, which gives lump-
sum payments of $1,000 to TANF-eligible
families on the condition that they cannot
receive TANF for 12 months afterward.198 In
addition, a new full-family sanction policy
stops payments to TANF families if the pri-
mary recipient fails to take part in required
activities.199
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Rank: 40 Grade: D

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 32 – Grade: 38/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 25 – Grade: 26/50
Good Work Policy: 37.5/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 36 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 15/50
Diversion Programs: Y3 – Grade: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 25 – Grade: 26/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 26 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 25/50

Reported Working Rank: 29 – Grade: 22/50
Actually Working Rank: 31 – Grade: 20/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 43 – Grade: 16/100 



Utah’s welfare time limit policy is one of
the few redeeming features of the Family
Employment Program. Utah is one of the few
states that chose to institute a lifetime limit of
three years instead of the federal maximum of
five years.200 It also has a lump-sum diversion
program for those who are “employed or have
a reasonable hope of employment.”201

Otherwise, Utah’s welfare reform pro-
gram is not at all geared toward moving
recipients into work and independence. The
state has no family cap policy to discourage
additional births while on welfare, and
efforts to reduce the birthrate for minors
have not been successful; Utah ranks 47th in
decline in the birthrate for minors. Failure to
properly implement the federally mandated
requirements for living arrangements for
minor parents could be part of the problem,
since Utah’s broad exemptions allow contin-
ued subsidization of teenage parenthood.

Second to last in poverty rate reduction,
Utah obviously needs to try a different wel-
fare reform strategy. The state has tried to
focus on aid to the working poor, moving
funds from cash assistance to other transi-
tional services. Recently passed state legisla-
tion will offer basic Medicaid to uninsured
working Utahans by limiting some of the
coverage already offered to other needy resi-
dents.202 However, that approach has clearly
failed.

There is no reason Utah cannot succeed in
reducing dependence on TANF. The state
currently has a budget surplus and a lower
unemployment rate than the nation as a
whole. Job growth is also the highest it has
been in three years.203 Strengthening transi-
tional support programs like Food Stamps
and Medicaid and pushing the diversion pro-
gram as a preventive measure might be good
first steps.
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Rank: 45 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 38 – Grade: 26/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 50 – Grade: 1/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 34 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 17/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 47 – Grade: 4/50
Time Limits: 85/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 13 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 38/50

Reported Working Rank: 34 – Grade: 17/50
Actually Working Rank: 48 – Grade: 3/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 37 – Grade: 28/100 



Though Vermont was among the first
states to begin experimenting with welfare
reform in the early 1990s, with a waiver pro-
gram under AFDC, it comes in dead last in the
overall ranking. Vermont took its first stab at
reforming welfare with the Welfare Restructur-
ing Project, which was in effect from 1994 to
2001. The project was moderately successful
but lacked important policies such as time lim-
its and sanctions (benefits were not withheld
from people who failed to meet minimum
work requirements). Moreover, recipients were
not required to even look for work before 30
months had passed.204

Vermont’s current state plan is called
Reach Up, and it provides both cash assis-
tance and case management. Like WRP,
though, Reach Up falls short when it comes
to enforcement. The program allows sanc-
tioned recipients to continue receiving bene-
fits if they continue to meet monthly with a
case manager. For up to three months, sanc-
tioned recipients lose only $75 per month of

their benefits,205 hardly a significant deter-
rent to falling into noncompliance. In fact,
when it comes to enforcement, Vermont is
the only state awarded zero points on both
the time limit and sanction measures.

There are several other significant prob-
lems with Vermont’s reform efforts that con-
tribute to the state’s overall poor showing.
Vermont has no family cap in place to dis-
courage people who are clearly not self-suffi-
cient from having more children. When it
comes to living arrangements for pregnant
teenagers, Vermont has lenient exemptions
that allow teen parents to live independently. 

On the campaign trail, former governor
Howard Dean bragged that Vermont was
among the first states to implement state-
wide welfare reform. To call those early
reforms successful is a stretch at best. Simply
having been the first to reform does not
make Vermont an example to follow. The
state ranked 35th in caseload reductions and
dead last in overall grade.
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Vermont
Rank: 51 Grade: F

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 35 – Grade: 32/100
Teens at Home: Y3 – Grade: 0/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 14 – Grade: 37/50
Good Work Policy: 33.75/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 28 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 0/50 23/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 34 – Grade: 17/50
Time Limits: 0/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 46 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 5/50

Reported Working Rank: 44 – Grade: 7/50
Actually Working Rank: 39 – Grade: 12/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 29 – Grade: 44/100 



In the mid-1990s Virginia implemented
strict time limits for cash assistance, strong
sanctions, and an innovative Welfare-to-Work
(W-t-W) program that helps TANF recipients
transition from welfare to self-sufficiency.

TANF parents who wish to receive benefits
must enroll in VIEW (Virginia Initiative for
Employment Not Welfare), which requires an
immediate 90-day job search followed by
mandatory work in a private, public, or non-
profit setting.206 So long as they comply with
their Agreement of Personal Responsibility
and work 30 hours a week, recipients in
Virginia may receive cash benefits for up to 24
months, followed by 12 months of noncash
support services and 24 months of ineligibili-
ty for cash assistance.207 Furthermore, months
in which recipients lose benefits as a result of
noncompliance count toward the 24-month
time limit.208

Two major problems still facing state social
service coordinators are helping W-t-W partic-
ipants find jobs that pay above the minimum
wage and educating dependent families stuck

in a generational cycle of poverty. Virginia is
sending the right message by establishing a
family cap and relatively narrow exemptions
to minor parent living requirements. Such
policies can discourage women from giving
birth as teenagers or having additional out-of-
wedlock births and encourage self-sufficiency.
As Maurice Jones, Virginia’s social services
commissioner, pointed out, “We’ve got to find
ways to better educate people about the rela-
tionship between all those factors and home-
lessness and poverty.”209

Virginia has done an excellent job of imple-
menting welfare reform. In fact, the only sig-
nificantly negative score the state received is
due to early success in poverty reduction. In
1998 Virginia had the lowest child poverty rate
(9 percent), which was difficult to improve.
Although the state managed to reduce its rate
to 8.4 percent by 2001, it ranked low com-
pared with other states on overall rate reduc-
tion since welfare reform. As other states begin
to catch up to Virginia’s high standards, the
state will fare better on future report cards. 
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Virginia
Rank: 7 Grade: B

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 28 – Grade: 46/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 17 – Grade: 34/50
Good Work Policy: 35.625/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 40 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 4.29/50 11/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 34 – Grade: 17/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 30 - 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 21/50

Reported Working Rank: 15 – Grade: 36/50
Actually Working Rank: 20 – Grade: 31/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 30 – Grade: 42/100 



Washington’s WorkFirst welfare program
has been slow to succeed, but caseloads con-
tinue to drop despite the state’s deep unem-
ployment.210

The state needs stricter policies to reduce
incentives for young parents to stay on welfare.
The state has no family cap policy, and it still
allows, through exemptions, some minors to
receive TANF while living on their own. Also,
only a fraction of a welfare recipient’s monthly
benefit is cut if he or she refuses to participate
in work activities. Washington should follow
the example of other states and impose full
sanctions on noncomplying TANF recipients. 

Washington’s WorkFirst program does
feature one interesting new program that
other states ought to consider, the Targeted

Wage Initiative. New TANF applicants now
undergo a more thorough assessment by
caseworkers to determine a personal “wage
goal.” WorkFirst administrators found that
participants who work closely with casework-
ers are more likely to find higher-paying jobs.
If a WorkFirst participant cannot find a job
at the targeted wage, the goal is lowered until
the person is employed at the highest rate
possible.211

Helping welfare recipients find the high-
est-paying jobs possible is one way to ensure
that welfare leavers attain self-sufficiency.
Washington should now focus on moving
people into self-sufficiency within the federal
time limits so that it does not get stuck sup-
porting the residual caseload.
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Washington
Rank: 20 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 34 – Grade: 34/100
Teens at Home: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 27 – Grade: 24/50
Good Work Policy: 44.375/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 49 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 28.57/50 2/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 7 – Grade: 44/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 21 – 
Sanctions: 0/100 Grade: 30/50

Reported Working Rank: 13 – Grade: 38/50
Actually Working Rank: 8 – Grade: 43/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 1 – Grade: 100/100 



In September 2003 West Virginia received a
$1.5 million High Performance Bonus from
the federal government for helping residents
leave welfare and find jobs. Interestingly, at
that moment, the number of people receiving
cash benefits and food stamps was on the
rise.212 So why should West Virginia be reward-
ed for a welfare program that is lackluster in
many respects? More important, how can the
program be changed for the better?

West Virginia must enforce the 60-month
lifetime limit on TANF eligibility, even for fam-
ilies with children. The West Virginia Supreme
Court ruled in December 2002 that there is no
state constitutional right to cash assistance
after five years even if children are involved.213

While the West Virginia Constitution requires
that the poor receive public aid, that does not
mean that such charity must be extended with-

out restrictions or limits. 
While West Virginia ranked only 38th in

decline in the birthrate for minors, it was 2nd
in reducing births to minors as a percentage
of all births. A family cap policy would be key
in limiting the option to conceive additional
children while on welfare.

West Virginia is to be commended for cer-
tain policies that discourage abuse of the sys-
tem, such as a sanction policy that requires
complete case closure for six months after
three violations of the Personal Responsibility
Agreement. The state also has several pro-
grams that offer incentives to employers who
hire TANF recipients (Joint Opportunities for
Independence, for example). However, the
state must focus its efforts on encouraging
steady employment as the path to self-suffi-
ciency.
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West Virginia
Rank: 29 Grade: C

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: N – Grade: 0/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 29 – Grade: 44/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 20 – Grade: 31/50
Good Work Policy: 46.25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 11 – Grade:
Bad Work Policy: 9.29/50 40/50
Diversion Programs: Y1 – Grade: 70/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 38 – Grade: 13/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 2 – 
Sanctions: 50/100 Grade: 49/50

Reported Working Rank: 46 – Grade: 5/50
Actually Working Rank: 29 – Grade: 22/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 40 – Grade: 22/100 



Many of the PRWORA guidelines are
modeled after the successful initiatives
implemented in Wisconsin by former gover-
nor Tommy Thompson, who now serves as
secretary of the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. Wisconsin’s early suc-
cess can be attributed to a clear focus on
identifying people who truly need assistance
versus those who are simply complacent in
taking aid or can be diverted from the sys-
tem. The state also made instituting and
enforcing genuine work requirements for
those receiving benefits a priority.214 

Wisconsin remains successful in continu-
ing that focus and scores well across the
report card. Thanks to Wisconsin’s innovative
Work First and Pay for Performance pro-
grams, plus the very real threat that nonwork-
ing people will simply be cut off,215 almost 67
percent of welfare recipients are working.

Wisconsin is one of only five states that meet
all three of the study’s criteria for a successful
diversion program, and it is among a handful
of states that have seriously pursued devolu-
tion of their programs.216

However, there is room for improvement.
Caseloads in Wisconsin began increasing
again in 1999, and its poverty rate ranks
33rd. The state could also make some signif-
icant improvements in reducing its birthrate
for minors; Wisconsin ranks 47th and 49th
on the minor birthrate measures. 

Overall, Wisconsin has been a leader in
developing and implementing successful
strategies in many areas of its welfare pro-
gram. The two areas in which it currently lags
behind—birthrates for minors and overall
poverty rates—can certainly benefit from the
innovation and focus that characterized the
state’s reform during the 1990s.
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Wisconsin
Rank: 4 Grade: A

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y2 – Grade: 42.5/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 10 – Grade: 82/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 33 – Grade: 18/50
Good Work Policy: 25/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 32 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 14.29/50 19/50
Diversion Programs: Y3 – Grade: 100/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 49 – Grade: 2/50
Time Limits: 75/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 47 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 4/50

Reported Working Rank: 4 – Grade: 47/50
Actually Working Rank: 16 – Grade: 35/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 3 – Grade: 96/100 



No other state has had as much success in
reducing welfare rolls as Wyoming. Since the
enactment of PRWORA, Wyoming has slashed
its welfare rolls by nearly 94 percent, far ahead
of its nearest competitor. Why the overwhelm-
ing success?  First, Wyoming has strong work
requirements and threatens immediate sanc-
tions for noncompliance. About 68 percent of
welfare recipients are actually working, well
above the national average. Once employed,
recipients enjoy an above-average rate of job
retention—Wyoming has won High Perfor-
mance Bonuses because of those measures sev-
eral times.217 The state TANF plan, which
includes the Personal Opportunities With
Employment Responsibilities program, is a
“pay after performance” design, requiring recip-
ients to complete the required work hours
before receiving checks.218 That is probably why
Wyoming ranked second and third in the
nation on all three work requirement measures.

A Boston Globe article from 1998 suggests
that Wyoming’s success may have more to do
with the “small-town approach” that is possi-

ble in a state with fewer than a half million
residents—state officials suggest that in spite
of the stringent policies in place, Wyoming
caseworkers have the luxury of tailoring
goals to individual needs, making for much
greater success over time.219 Indeed, the state
plan clearly says that the 40-hour workweek
requirement is at the discretion of the case
manager.220 It seems clear that some combi-
nation of strict “workfare” requirements and
individual assessment has been key to
Wyoming’s success.

The first piece of Wyoming’s welfare
reform to be federally authorized in 1996 was
its teen parents package, a series of reforms
that included requiring teen mothers to iden-
tify the fathers and requiring unwed teen
mothers to live in appropriate adult-super-
vised settings and stay in school in order to
receive full benefits.221 By encouraging teens
to finish school and implementing a family
cap to dissuade the birth of additional
dependents to women on welfare, Wyoming
is helping mothers toward self-sufficiency.
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Wyoming
Rank: 3 Grade: A

Structural Reforms Quantitative Results
Family Cap Policy: Y1 – Grade: 50/50 Caseload Reduction Rank: 1 – Grade: 100/100
Teens at Home: N – Grade: 50/50 Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 10 – Grade: 41/50
Good Work Policy: 50/50 Child Poverty Rate Reduction Rank: 18 – Grade: 
Bad Work Policy: 7.14/50 33/50
Diversion Programs: N – Grade: 0/100 Teen Birth Rate Decline Rank: 33 – Grade: 18/50
Time Limits: 50/100 Teen Births as Percentage of All Births Rank: 23 – 
Sanctions: 100/100 Grade: 28/50

Reported Working Rank: 3 – Grade: 48/50
Actually Working Rank: 3 – Grade: 48/50
Actually Working as Percentage of All Recipients 

Rank: 2 – Grade: 98/100
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