
   May 8, 2015 
 

TESTIMONY OF LADONNA PAVETTI  

DIRECTOR, FAMILY INCOME SUPPORT DIVISION 

CENTER ON BUDGET AND POLICY PRIORITIES 

BEFORE THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA CITY COUNCIL, COMMITTEE ON HEALTH AND 

HUMAN SERVICES 
 

Public Hearing and Public Oversight Roundtable, October 26, 2106  
  
 I would like to thank you for this opportunity to testify today.  I am currently the Director of 
Family Income Support at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and have been studying the 
implementation for welfare reform, including the implementation of time limits since its inception.  
I have visited welfare offices in more than half the states, and am familiar with the policies in all of 
them.  Today, I would like to focus my remarks on why the City Council should support continuing 
to provide TANF benefits to families – and especially to children—for as long as they are in need of 
assistance.  This is the “Preferred Option” that the Working Group to Inform a TANF Hardship 
Extension Policy for the District of Columbia recommended.  
      

TANF has key twin roles to play in the lives of poor families: (1) providing a cash assistance safety 
net to families when the household head is unable to work and (2) preparing and connecting parents 
to employment and training to reduce or eliminate their need for assistance.  Unfortunately, in most 
states, TANF has not done well in either regard.  In the District of Columbia, a family of three 
receives a maximum of $428 per monthly – just 26 percent of the federal poverty line and the city 
historically has not had sufficient capacity to provide employment services to all TANF recipients 
who are expected to look for work.    

 
In recent years, the Department of Human Services has made significant improvements in its 

work programs for TANF recipients, but as is true in many states and localities, they have not yet 
fully invested in programs that will reach the families with the most significant barriers and the most 
limited labor market prospects – the very families who will be impacted by time limits.  Continuing 
to provide benefits to families who have reached the time limit will keep those families connected to 
TANF and will provide DHS with an opportunity to develop new service approaches that will more 
appropriately respond to their needs and the issues they face, including mental and physical health 
issues, low levels of literacy and limited work experience – all issues that reduce their chances of 
finding and sustaining employment.  But it is important to remember that there is no silver bullet 
and it is not possible for every parent to find a job.  Even the most effective employment programs 
often do not make big changes in the employment trajectories of the most disadvantaged.  That is 
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why it is so critical to continue to make TANF benefits available to families who can’t work or can’t 
find work.   

 
The District of Columbia is in the fortunate position of being able to learn from other states’ 

experiences and not repeat their mistakes.   Here is what we know about families reaching time 
limits:   
 

(1) Many experience significant barriers to employment. Numerous studies have found 
families reaching time limits are far more likely than other TANF recipients to experience 
employment barriers such as physical and mental health problems, suffer from substance 
abuse, and to have lower levels of cognitive functioning and education (Pavetti and Kauff 
2006; DeMaster 2008; Seefeldt and Orzol 2005).  A recent study undertaken by Washington 
state after they changed their time limit policy found that two-thirds of parents that left due 
to time limits had an indication of mental illness, 23 percent had a chronic illness and 25 
percent had an alcohol or drug treatment need (Patton et al. 2015).  Data collected on 
families reaching the time limit in the District of Columbia confirm these findings.    

 
(2) They have limited employment prospects and the majority do not find employment 

after they lose benefits due to time limits. Researchers from the University of Maryland’s 
School of Social Work found that compared to other welfare leavers, time limit leavers in 
Maryland had less employment history while on TANF and worked fewer quarters in the 
year after leaving assistance.  In the Washington state study, only 45 percent were working 
three years after their case closed due to a time limit.  A study of an employment program in 
New York City that provided intensive services to recipients with the most significant 
barriers found that, over a two-year period, only about a third of them were ever able to find 
employment.         

 
(3) They often experience high levels of hardship, including high rates of homelessness 

after leaving welfare. In a study in Maine, researchers found that families kicked off due to 
the time limit experienced increased reliance on food banks, inability to pay utilities and 
other bills, and overcrowded housing conditions or reliance on homeless shelters.  The 
Washington state study found that families who left due to time limits had the highest rates 
of homelessness – 20 percent were homeless at the end of the three-year follow-up; this was 
a full six percentage points higher than families who were on TANF for more than a year 
but left on their own rather than because of time limits.    

Nationally, there is evidence that the decline in cash assistance since welfare reform is one of the 
main drivers in rising extreme poverty -- defined as households surviving on $2 per person per day 
or less.  Researchers have found that the number of U.S. households living on $2 per person per day 
more than doubled between 1996 and 2011, from 636,000 to 1.46 million, and note that these 
households are “concentrated among those groups who were most affected by welfare reform.”  
Other researchers whose work focuses on children living in poverty show why this trend is so 
troubling.  They provide evidence that poverty among young children not only slows them in school 
but also shrinks their earnings as adults.  This research is an important reminder that the decisions 
we make today have consequences far into the future.     
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There is no reason to believe that families who have reached the time limit in the District of 
Columbia are any different and will fare any better than families that have reached time limits in 
other states.  The difference is that the Department of Human Services has the opportunity to learn 
from other states’ mistakes.  They can continue to provide cash assistance while simultaneously 
developing pathways to work that take into account the challenges that these families face.  The 
District of Columbia’s labor market has few opportunities for individuals with limited work 
experience and few skills and its housing market provides few options for families with limited 
income.   

 
 Families turn to TANF because the labor market and other support systems have failed them.  
The measure of TANF’s success should be how many families’ lives are improved because of their 
interaction with the system, not how many families are turned away because they’ve reached an 
arbitrary time limit.  It is time to have a new conversation about how to best serve families in need, 
but the conversation should not start with time limits --  it should start with a conversation about 
creating opportunities for success for those who have been left behind.    
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