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The District’s Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program, administered by the 

Department of Human Services (DHS), is a lifeline for DC’s most vulnerable children, making 

sure they have their most basic needs met no matter what. But the program’s rigid 60-month time 

limit threatens to push more than 10,000 DC children into deeper poverty come Oct. 1, 2017—

including approximately 1,600 infants and toddlers—unless the current law is changed. DC’s 

time limit policy is behind when it comes to best practice established by most other states, which 

provide extensions for families facing hardships so children can be protected. 

 

Results of Rigid TANF Time Limits: 
 

Children are Pushed Deeper into Poverty 

Across the country, the number of children living in extreme poverty doubled over the last 20 

years, largely due to strict federal TANF time limits imposed in the 1990s and limited job 

opportunities for lower-skilled workers.1 Here in DC, the economic recovery has yet to reach 

residents without an advanced education. One in three high school graduates without a higher 

degree is either unemployed, working part-time, or has given up looking for work. 

 

TANF’s modest cash assistance is sometimes the only way DC’s hardest hit families can afford 

diapers, baby formula, shampoo and medicine—the necessities of a child’s life. Research from 

other states finds many parents are unable to replace these lost benefits with other income 

because of barriers to employment like domestic violence or a disability, pushing children deeper 

into poverty.2 

 

Children’s Success in School is Reduced 

Evidence from across the country shows that cuts in TANF benefits lead to increased childhood 

hunger and have a negative impact on children’s learning outcomes.3 For example: 

 

 When TANF benefits are cut off from mothers of preschoolers, their children are three 

times more likely to have serious behavior problems than other young children.4 

 Children are more likely to repeat a grade and less likely to be engaged by their parents in 

important learning activities like reading when they are subject to strict TANF time 

limits.5 

 Children in families affected by benefit reductions do worse in a number of 

developmental areas and have lower test scores.6 

 

The result? DC’s rigid time limits will have long-ranging and long-lasting impacts on the ability 

of our children to complete their education and find meaningful work as adults, creating long-

term ripple effects for them and for the District’s economy. 

 

 

 



 

Family Reliance on Other Costly Social Programs Increases 
The TANF program’s cost is a bargain compared to other more costly social programs. TANF 

cuts and time limits are shown to put families at risk of homelessness and involvement with the 

foster care system.7 

 When parents are cut off of TANF without a secure job, their children are more likely to 

be abused or neglected and end up in foster care.8  

 In communities where rigid TANF cuts have been implemented, housing instability and 

homelessness has increased.9  
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