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Reform the TANF Time Limit to Help Families with Children Succeed 
By Kate Coventry 

The goal of DC’s welfare program – Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) – should be to improve the economic stability and 
mobility of families with children, knowing that this is critical to the 
healthy development of children. Yet without action by the mayor and 
the DC Council, more than 6,000 vulnerable families with 13,000 
children will be cut off of TANF next October, with the chance that 
most will not find stable employment to replace the lost assistance. 
DCFPI testified before the DC Council this week about the need to 
reform DC’s TANF program to be more geared toward promoting 
family success, rather than relying on a rigid time limit that could push 
many children deeper into poverty, threatening their chances of success.  
Many parents who have received TANF for more than 60 months, like 
similar families across the country, struggle with barriers that make it very difficult for them to work 
or face challenges finding good jobs in an economy with still-high unemployment for non-college 
educated workers. Families reaching time limits are far more likely than other TANF recipients to 
face serious barriers to working or finding a job, such as physical and mental health problems, low 
cognitive functioning, and low levels of education.1 The DC Department of Human Services has 
acknowledged that many TANF recipients “have unexposed or undiagnosed barriers that may 
prohibit them from engaging in services.” Yet DC’s time limit fails to recognize the complex lives of 
many poor families. Forty-four states recognize that some families need more time after they reach 
60 months to move to self-sufficiency.2 But DC’s rigid time limit has no exceptions.  
 
A time limit that is responsive to family circumstances is important to ensuring that TANF helps 
families take steps toward greater independence, rather than pushing children into deep poverty. 
Families cut off TANF often are not able to replace lost benefits with employment income, research 
on state welfare time limits finds, leading to chaotic or unstable lives. Not surprisingly, poverty 
harms children in ways that make it harder to succeed in school and in later life. 

                                                           
1 Pavetti, LaDonna and Jacqueline Kauff (2006). When Five Years Is Not Enough: Identifying and Addressing the 
Needs of Families Nearing the TANF Time Limit in Ramsey County, Minnesota. Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.  
http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/publications/PDFs/timelimitramsey.pdf 
Seefeldt, Kristen and Sean Orzol (2005). Watching the Clock Tick: Factors Associated with TANF Accumulation. 
National Poverty Center Working Paper Series. http://www.npc.umich.edu/publications/workingpaper04/paper9/04-
09.pdf 
2 Department of Human Services. FY 2016 Budget Request Fact Sheet on the TANF Employment Program 
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And a loss of benefits also would greatly diminish a family’s ability to make progress toward 
employment or toward addressing other barriers to financial stability. Parents would not be able to 
focus on the activities that could help them because they would be struggling each day just to meet 
their family’s most basic needs. It would be difficult for parents to even pay for the bus fare to get to 
these activities. 
 
As the District moves forward to review and adjust its TANF time limit, we as a city should adopt 
the goal that the new time limit should help families succeed without pushing any more children into 
deep poverty. That will create a brighter future for our children and for the District as a whole. 

 
You can find DCFPI’s full testimony here. 
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