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Overview
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) is a 
federally funded program with powerful potential 
to support families’ economic needs by providing 
cash assistance or other services that satisfy one of its 
four purposes (see text box). Under TANF, the federal 
government provides states with block grants that 
give them authority to allocate funds as long as federal 
purposes are met. States have the flexibility to develop 
their own policies and practices that can affect program 
eligibility and individual’s experiences with accessing 
and maintaining support from TANF cash assistance. 
Additionally, states have discretion in the extent to which 
counties—and, in some cases, cities—have decision-
making authority over how TANF funds are administered.         

TANF cash assistance supports a small portion of 
potentially eligible families; in 2018, less than one quarter 
of families living in poverty received TANF cash assistance.1 
Even though receipt is higher among eligible children 
(as child-only cases), 35 percent of children in poverty—
including 45 percent of children in deep poverty—who 
were eligible for TANF cash assistance did not receive 
it.2 Notably, although important for families, TANF cash 
benefits typically are not enough to move families above 
the poverty line.  In 2018, the national average monthly 
cash benefit received by families was $423;3 however, the 
national average monthly income threshold for the federal 
poverty level (FPL) was $1,011 for one person and $1,732 
for a family of three.4

Hispanics comprise 18 percent of the national population,5 
but represent a disproportionate share of individuals in 
poverty (26%).6 According to estimates from the 2018 
American Community Survey, 5.8 percent of foreign-born 
and 7.2 percent of U.S.-born Hispanic child households 
reside in deep poverty (<50% of FPL); 14.3 percent and 10.3 
percent, respectively, reside in medium poverty (50-99% 
of FPL); and 34.0 and 23.0 percent, respectively, reside in 

a  This research was made possible by a research grant to principal investigator Lisa Gennetian from the WT Grant Foundation and grant number 90PH0028 by the Office 
of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services for the National Center for Research on 
Hispanic Children & Families. We use the term “Latino” interchangeably with “Hispanic”.

near poverty (100-199% of FPL).7 The extent to which 
states provide cash benefits to children in poverty varies 
substantially. In 2014, TANF cash assistance, on average, 
was provided to fewer than 8 families for every 100 with 
children in poverty in Arizona, North Carolina, and Texas, 
and for at least 40 families for every 100 with children in 
poverty in California and New York.8

A variety of demographic characteristics related to the 
citizenship status of Hispanic family and household 
members, family and household composition, and 
language fluency may affect program eligibility, access, 
and utilization. For example, Hispanic families are more 
likely than non-Hispanic families to be residing with at 
least one non-U.S.-born parent (50%),9 an unrelated adult 
(27%),10 and an adult who is not verbally proficient in 
English (37%).11 

The four purposes of the TANF program 
are as follows: 
1. Provide assistance to needy families so that 

children can be cared for in their own homes or in 
the homes of relatives.

2. End the dependence of needy parents by 
promoting job preparation, work, and marriage.

3. Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-
wedlock pregnancies. 

4. Encourage the formation and maintenance of 
two-parent families.

Source: Office of Family Assistance, Offices of the Administration of Children 
and Families, 2020; https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/about

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/about
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This brief describes state-level policies and administrative 
practices for TANF that may influence income-eligible 
Hispanic families’ use or non-use of the cash assistance 
component of the TANF program.b Our analysis focuses 
on the 13 states that are home to over 80 percent of 
all Hispanic children living in low-income (<200% FPL) 
households in the United States, as of 2016.12 We first 
provide some detail on the demographic characteristics of 
the 3 states studied and describe how each state allocated 
TANF funds. We then describe four provisions of TANF 
cash assistance policies that determine 1) the eligibility of 
individuals who are authorized non-citizens; 2) eligibility 
based on family structure; 3) eligibility of household 
members who are not part of the immediate family; 
and 4) whether health status screening is required to 
maintain eligibility (e.g., immunizations). We also describe 
administrative practices related to 1) the information 
requirements in the application form; and 2) the linguistic 
accessibility of program information and whether an 
application is available online. Data were collected using 
publicly available data sources capturing TANF policies and 
practices prior to March 2020.

Key Findings
The 13 states studied—Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Florida, Illinois, North Carolina, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
Pennsylvania, Texas, and Washington—shared many of 
the same eligibility policies and administrative practices 
examined in this brief. It is likely that more than the 
examined policies and practices explain the wide variation 
in actual TANF cash assistance utilization among Latino 
families across these same 13 states. 

Nevertheless, several examined policies and practices 
across states interact with demographic characteristics 
more common among Hispanic families in a way that may 
support access to TANF cash assistance, such as the high 
prevalence of information and application materials in the 
Spanish language. However, other policies and practices 
may discourage access—especially documentation 
practices and eligibility requirements around citizenship 
status. 

Policies around eligibility 

Citizenship status. Non-citizens are authorized to receive 
TANF, but eligibility criteria vary across states. Each of the 13 
states allow individuals who are authorized non-citizens to 
receive TANF benefits, which could help Hispanic families—
who are more likely than non-Hispanic families to have a 
member who is an authorized non-citizen13—to access the 
program. However, eligibility varies across states based 
on when the individual arrived in the United States, the 
individual’s legal status upon arriving in the United States, 

b Federal TANF dollars are allocated as long as the activities or services fall within one of the four purposes—including, for example, early childhood  
education and care. This brief focuses solely on how TANF dollars are allocated to cash assistance.

c Individuals can live in households with others who apply to receive TANF benefits, and not themselves apply to be part of the assistance unit.

and the number of years of residency in the United States. 

Family structure. Extra work requirements rules apply to 
two-parent families in two of the 13 states. These may be 
more likely to affect Hispanic families, who have a relatively 
high prevalence of two-parent households.14 

Household composition. Non-caretaker adults (e.g., 
extended family members or boarders) are not always 
considered part of the assistance unit. Six of the 13 states 
do not allow a non-caretaker adult to be included in the 
assistance unit (i.e., individuals in the household applying 
to receive TANF benefits), and one state does not allow a 
non-parent caretaker to be included in the assistance unit.c 
These policies could have differential impacts on Hispanic 
families, who are more likely than non-Hispanic families to 
live in a household with an unrelated adult.15

Health status screening. Some states have immunization 
and health screening requirements as part of eligibility 
determination. Eight of the 13 states examined here have 
immunization requirements and two states have health 
screening requirements. Hispanic families are more likely 
than non-Hispanic families to be uninsured, and thus may 
be less likely to meet these health requirements.16  

Administrative practices

Although nearly all states offered an option to apply 
for TANF basic cash assistance online—a format that 
can ease burden—substantial variation in the eligibility 
and documentation requirements related to residing 
household members, SSNs, and reporting of information to 
immigration services may still present barriers for Hispanic 
applicants. On the other hand, the availability in Spanish of 
information on the TANF program, and the availability of a 
Spanish-language TANF application across most states, can 
facilitate access for Hispanic families.

Application information requirements

• One state, North Carolina, did not have an online
TANF cash assistance application. The remaining 12
states with an online TANF cash assistance application
requested the social security number (SSN) of the
applicant (i.e., the individual completing the form)
and of the individuals in the assistance unit. For seven
of these states, the application stated up-front that
the SSN is optional if the applicant is not part of the
assistance unit. In the remaining five states, this detail
was located in a different section of the application.
Requests for a SSN could deter Hispanic families, who
are more likely than non-Hispanic families to have
non-citizen household members.17

• All 12 states with an online TANF application required
applicants to provide contact information for all
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members of the household, regardless of whether 
household members were applying for assistance. 
Requests for contact information for all household 
members could deter Hispanic families, who are more 
likely than non-Hispanic families to have non-citizen 
and unauthorized household members.18  

• Four states explicitly note that they will not share
information with the United States Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) about household
members who are non-citizens and are not included in
the assistance unit, while four states indicate that they
may share information. The five remaining states did
not specify whether they would share this information;
this uncertainty may discourage use of  TANF cash
assistance among Hispanic families, who may fear
identifying undocumented individuals who live with
them or near them.

Spanish-language availability of program information 
and application 

• Information on the TANF cash assistance program was
available in the Spanish language for all 13 states, which
facilitates learning about the program for individuals
who are more proficient in Spanish than in English.

• Eleven of the 13 states provide a TANF cash assistance
application online in the Spanish language, which can
reduce the administrative burden for individuals who
read Spanish more proficiently than they read English.

Background 
Characteristics of the 13 study states
The 13 states included in this study are home to 80 percent 
of the low-income Hispanic child population in the United 
States.19 Table A1 (see Appendix, pg. 12) presents selected 
descriptive demographic, poverty, and program utilization 
characteristics of these 13 states. 

While not all individuals living in poverty are eligible for TANF 
cash assistance, Figure 1 provides evidence of the variation 
in TANF use by potentially eligible Hispanic people across 
the 13 states. Specifically, the figure shows the proportions, 
in each state, of (a) those in poverty who are Hispanic, and 
(b) TANF cash assistance recipients who are Hispanic. The
share of individuals in poverty who are Hispanic varies across
the 13 states, from a high of 58 percent in New Mexico to a
low of 14 percent in Georgia. The share of TANF recipients
(across various TANF-funded programs) who are Hispanic
also varies across states, from a high of 67 percent in New
Mexico to a low of less than 1 percent in Georgia. In five
states (Florida, Georgia, Illinois, New Jersey, and North
Carolina), the percentage of individuals in poverty who are
Hispanic is greater than the percentage of TANF recipients
who are Hispanic. In other words, fewer Hispanic people
are receiving TANF cash assistance than Hispanics’ share of
the population in poverty would suggest. In seven states
(California, Colorado, New Mexico, New York, Pennsylvania,
Texas, and Washington), the percentage of TANF recipients
who are Hispanic is greater than the percentage of
individuals in poverty who are Hispanic—in other words,

Figure 1. Proportion of population in poverty that is Hispanic, and proportion of TANF recipients that is Hispanic, 2018 
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Sources: https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ofa/fy18_characteristics_web_508_2.pdf; 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/resource/characteristics-and-financial-circumstances-of-tanf-recipients-fiscal-year-2018; 
Table ID: B17001I Product: 2018: ACS 1-Year Estimates Detailed Tables. Survey/Program: American Community Survey, Data.census.gov 

In 2016, 80% of the low-income Hispanic child  
population in the United States was in 13 states

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ofa/fy18_characteristics_web_508_2.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/resource/characteristics-and-financial-circumstances-of-tanf-recipients-


State-level TANF Policies and Practice May Shape Access and Utilization among Hispanic Families4

Why research on low-income Hispanic children and 
families matters 

i KIDS COUNT Data Center. (2019). Child population by race in the 
United States. Baltimore, MD: The Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
Retrieved from https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-
child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/fal
se/871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38,35/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423,424

ii Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics. (2017). America’s 
children: Key national indicators of well-being, 2017, Table POP3. 
Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.
childstats.gov/americaschildren/tables.asp. 

iii ACF Hispanic Workgroup (2014). Survey data elements to unpack diversity 
of Hispanic populations. OPRE Report #2014-30. Washington, D.C.: 
Administration on Children, Youth and Families. Retrieved from https://
www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/survey-data-elements-to-unpack-
diversity-of-hispanic-populations

iv Turner, K., Wildsmith, E., Guzman, L., & Alvira-Hammond, M. (January 
2016). The changing geography of Hispanic children and families. Brief 
2016-06. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & 
Families. Retrieved from https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-
resources/the-changing-geography-of-hispanic-children-and-families/ 

v Wildsmith, E., Scott., M.E., Guzman, L., & Cook. E. (October 2014). Family 
structure and family formation among low-income Hispanics in the 
U.S. Brief 2014-48. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic 
Children & Families. Retrieved from https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.
org/research-resources/family-structure-and-family-formation-among-
lowincome-hispanics-in-the-u-s/

vi Karberg, E., Cabrera, N., Fagan, J., Scott, M.E., & Guzman, L. (February 2017). 
Family stability and instability among low-income Hispanic mothers 
with young children. Brief 2017-12. Bethesda, MD: National Research 
Center on Hispanic Children & Families. Retrieved from https://www.
hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-stability-and-
instability-among-low-incomehispanic-mothers-with-young-children/ 

vii Turner, K., Guzman, L., Wildsmith, E., & Scott, M.E. (January 2015). The 
complex and varied households of low-income Hispanic children. Brief 
2015-04. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & 
Families. Retrieved from https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-
resources/the-complex-and-varied-households-of-low-incomehispanic-
children/

viii KIDS COUNT Data Center. (2019). Children below 200 percent poverty by 
race in the United States. Baltimore, MD: The Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
Retrieved from https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/6726-
children-below-200-percent-poverty-by-race#detailed/1/any/fal
se/871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38,35/10,11,9,12,1,185,13/13819,13820 

Hispanic or Latino children currently make up roughly 1 in 4 of 
all children in the United Statesi;athis is projected to increase to 
almost 1 in 3 by 2050.ii The families of the more than 18.5 million 
Latino children are incredibly diverse, including by country of 
heritage and immigration history.iii Some Hispanic families are 
recent immigrants, while others have been in the United States for 
centuries.iv  

Latino families have many of the characteristics that have been 
linked to the economic success of children in the United States. 
Key among them is family stability. Most births to low-income 
Hispanic women occur in co-residential unions,v and the first five 
years of life among children born to Latina mothers is marked by 
few family transitions.vi Additionally, most Hispanic children live 
with an employed adult.vii Nonetheless, most Latino children live in 
families who struggle to make ends meet; an estimated 57 percent 
of Hispanic children live in or near poverty.viii

A wide range of federal, state, and local level programs and policies 
are in place to help low-income children thrive. High-quality, 
research-based information on the characteristics, experiences, 
and diversity of Hispanic children and families will help ensure 

more Hispanic people are receiving TANF than their share 
of the population would suggest. In one state, Arizona, 
the percentage of TANF recipients who are Hispanic is the 
same as the percentage of individuals in poverty who are 
Hispanic.

How the 13 States allocate TANF funds
TANF funds go toward a range of supports and services. In 
2018, federal expenditures for TANF totaled $31.3 billion 
and served 3.2 million recipients, with funding allocated 
to basic cash assistance, child care, pre-K/Head Start, child 
welfare, education and training, refundable tax credits, 
and emergency and short-term benefits.20,21 Nationally, 
21 percent of all TANF funding in 2018 was directed to 
cash assistance programs.22 However, the way in which 
individual states distribute TANF funding varies (see Table 
1). In 2018, only three of the 13 states examined spent 
more than the national average on cash assistance—
California (35%), New Mexico (23%), and New York (28%). 
Interestingly, these three states also show a higher 
rate of Hispanic families utilizing cash assistance than 
their representation among the population in poverty 
would suggest (see Figure 1). The remaining states spent 
less than the national average on their cash assistance 
programs. 

States’ choices to allocate funding to one type of program 
eligible for TANF implies less funding for other programs 
eligible for TANF support. For example, Illinois spent a 
low of 3 percent on its basic cash assistance program, 
while California spent a high of 35 percent. However, 
Illinois allocated 82 percent of its TANF funding to child-
related programs (i.e., child care, child welfare services, 
pre-K/ Head Start, and services for youth and children), 
while California allocated only 11 percent to child-related 
programs. Child-related programs accounted for at least 
half of TANF expenses in five of the 13 states. On the high 
end, Illinois spent over 80 percent of its TANF dollars on 
child-related programs. On the low end, California, New 
York, New Mexico, and Washington spent less than 40 
percent of their TANF dollars on child-related programs. 
It is difficult to assess whether these TANF-based, 
child-related program investments reflect an overall 
improvement, as monies may be substituted from other 
sources to result in no net increase. However, some TANF-
based, child-related programs provide in-kind resources 
to families, which can also improve child development, 
family functioning, and well-being. 

http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/tables.asp
http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/tables.asp
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/survey-data-elements-to-unpack-diversity-of-hispanic-populations
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/survey-data-elements-to-unpack-diversity-of-hispanic-populations
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/survey-data-elements-to-unpack-diversity-of-hispanic-populations
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/the-changing-geography-of-hispanic-children-and-families/ 
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/the-changing-geography-of-hispanic-children-and-families/ 
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-structure-and-family-formation-amon
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-structure-and-family-formation-amon
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-stability-and-instability-among-low
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-stability-and-instability-among-low
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/family-stability-and-instability-among-low
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/the-complex-and-varied-households-of-low-i
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/the-complex-and-varied-households-of-low-i
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/research-resources/the-complex-and-varied-households-of-low-i
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/false/871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38,35/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423,424
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/false/871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38,35/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423,424
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/103-child-population-by-race?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/false/871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133,38,35/68,69,67,12,70,66,71,72/423,424
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/6726-children-below-200-percent-poverty-by-race#detailed/1/any/fal
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Table 1. Distribution of Spending Across TANF Programs for States in Which 80 Percent of Low-Income Hispanic Children Reside, 2018

AZ CA CO FL GA IL NC NJ NM NY PA TX WA

Total Funds (in millons)  $334.2  $6,593.8  $381.2  $ 941.6  $490.1  $ 1,143.6  $597.2  $1,364.8  $246.7  $5,388.3  $1,154.8  $862.4  $1,058.7 

Basic Assistance 12.5 35.3 14.7 17.0 19.5 2.8 6.2 6.0 22.5 27.7 14.5 6.2 12.8

Childcare 0.8 11.3 3.1 21.9 4.5 51.9 24.3 6.9 0.0 1.9 25.5 0.0 11.4

Child Welfare Services 65.1 0.0 12.1 28.6 43.1 21.2 9.2 0.0 0.4 3.6 0.0 0.0 0.0

Pre-K/Head Start 0.0 0.0 16.3 0.0 0.0 9.3 20.2 40.2 16.7 9.3 15.3 39.5 3.7

Services for Children & 
Youth

0.0 0.0 0.2 0.0 11.7 0.0 0.6 2.4 1.1 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0

Work, Education, & Training 
Activities 

0.1 27.0 2.8 4.6 2.2 1.7 0.9 5.9 7.7 2.4 8.9 9.8 9.6

Program Management 6.0 11.6 16.0 7.4 5.1 6.2 11.4 3.8 2.0 8.5 6.4 9.0 11.6

Refundable Tax Credits 0.0 0.0 19.2 0.0 0.0 5.8 0.0 25.6 0.0 17.7 0.0 0.0 0.0

Transferred to SSBG 6.0 5.5 1.5 6.0 0.2 0.1 2.1 1.0 0.0 3.3 2.7 3.6 0.5

Out-of-Wedlock Pregnancy 
Prevention

0.0 0.4 0.1 0.0 2.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 2.7 0.8 22.6

Non-Recurrent Short Term 
Benefits

2.8 0.0 5.4 0.1 1.0 0.1 0.9 0.6 1.2 5.6 1.2 0.4 4.7

Work Supports & Supportive 
Services

4.9 5.0 3.3 2.5 3.2 0.9 0.5 1.4 2.0 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.3

Authorized Solely Under 
Prior Law (Assistance and 
Non-Assistance)

2.9 3.8 0.0 0.0 7.5 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 1.4 0.0 5.4 0.0

Fatherhood & Two-Parent 
Family Programs

0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 2.6 0.0 0.2 1.7 0.0

% TANF Funds Accounted for 
in Listed Categories1

101.1 99.9 94.8 88.1 100.1 100.0 76.3 94.8 56.3 82.3 77.9 76.8 77.2

% TANF Funds Spent 
on Child Services or 
Expenditures

65.9 11.3 31.7 50.5 59.3 82.4 54.3 49.5 18.2 15.1 40.8 39.5 15.1

Total $ for Child Services or 
Expenditures (in millions)

 $220.3  $745.1  $120.8  $475.5  $290.7  $942.3  $324.3  $675.6  $ 44.9  $813.6  $471.2  $340.7  $159.9 

Source: FY 2018 Federal TANF & State MOE Financial Data, Office of Family Assistance, US DHHS.         
1 Using data from the sources, the percentages of total TANF spending across the programs do not equal 100%. For example, data from Washington only accounts for 77 percent of TANF funding.    
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A Theoretical Framework: How Policy 
and Practice Can Shape Utilization of 
TANF Cash Assistance
The analyses presented in this brief are informed by the 
theory of administrative exclusion that describes how 
policymakers’ and program administrators’ decisions 
regarding program eligibility, information accessibility, 
and application requirements shape who is excluded or 
included in the receipt of program benefits.d

Figure 2 presents a broad heuristic theory of change, 
showing how social support programs may affect the 
lives of low-income Hispanic children and families. 
Social support programs increase household income 
and resources with the ultimate goal of improving child 
development, family functioning, and child and family 
well-being. The figure highlights the role of program 
policies and administrative practices as predictors of 
program use.  

A more detailed conceptual framework for identifying 
racial and ethnic disparities in human service delivery, 
developed by the Urban Institute, demonstrates how racial 
and ethnic disparities may present along different points in 
service delivery.22 Notably, differences in the rate of service 
use alone may reflect (for example) differences in eligibility, 

d For a more thorough description of the underlying theory building on the idea of administrative burden, see Hill, Z., L.A. Gennetian, and J. Mendez (2019). A descriptive 
profile of state Child Care and Development Fund policies in states with high populations of low-income Hispanic children. Early Childhood Research Quarterly 47(2): 111-23. 
States allocate a different amount of funds to a variety of categories, including (1) basic assistance, work, education, and training activities; (2) child care (spent/transferred); 
(3) program management; (4) refundable tax credits; (5) child welfare Services; (6) Pre-K/Head Start; (7) transferred to Social Services Block Grant; (8) out-of-wedlock 
pregnancy prevention; (9) non-recurrent short-term benefits; (10) work supports and supportive services; (11) authorized solely under prior law; (12) services for children 
and youth; and (13) fatherhood and two-parent family programs.

e Reviews of state lead agency websites were conducted in January 2020. As such, findings reflect information and applications available before the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have impacted the program information provided on state websites.   

and not constitute inequity (i.e., inequitable differences 
among eligible families).23 

Data Sources 
Data on state policies and administrative practices 
regarding the TANF cash assistance program came from 
two sources. First, policy data came from the 2018 Urban 
Institute Welfare Rules Databook: State TANF Policies.24 Data 
for the policy review are current as of July 2018. 

Second, data on the administrative practices for state-level 
TANF cash assistance programs were collected through 
a qualitative user experience review. Researchers visited 
the websites of human service and income maintenance 
state agencies tasked with delivering their respective 
TANF cash assistance programs to simulate the online 
application experience in each state. Researchers assessed 
the availability of TANF program information and an 
application online in the Spanish language. Researchers 
also reviewed the information requested in application 
forms and catalogued whether social security numbers 
(SSNs) and additional information were requested, and 
for whom. Data for the administrative practice review are 
current as of March 2020.e

Predictors of Program Use
Structural/Physical Access

Information

Policy and Practice
Eligibility

Documentation Requirements
Application Accessibility

Individual, Community, and  
Social-Psychological Factors

Household Characteristics

  Public/Social  
Assistance Receipt

Household income
and Resources

Family Functioning  
Child Development  

and Well-Being

Figure 2. Theory of Change: Program Polices and Administrative Practices as Predictors of Program Use

Source: Authors



AZ CA CO FL GA IL NJ NM NY NC PA TX WA

Eligibility                          
Can a non-citizen receive TANF 
benefits?

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Does state have different eligibility 
rules for two-parent families?

NO YES1 NO NO YES2 NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO

Can a non-caretaker adult be 
included in the assistance unit?

NO YES NO YES NO  YES NO YES YES3 NO YES YES NO

Can a nonparent caretaker be 
included in the assistance unit?

Some 
optional4

Some 
optional4

Optional 
for all

Optional 
for all

Some 
optional5

Optional 
for all

Some 
optional6

Optional 
for all

Some 
optional4 Prohibited

Optional 
for all

Some 
optional

Some 
optional4

Immunization Requirements YES YES NO YES YES NO   YES YES NO YES NO YES NO   

Health Screening Requirements NO  NO  NO  NO  NO  NO  NO  NO  NO  YES NO YES NO

Spanish-Language Availability                          

Is program information available in 
Spanish language online?

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Is the application available in 
Spanish language online?

YES YES NO YES YES YES YES YES YES NO  YES YES YES

Application and Documentation Requirements                    

Does application ask for the SSN of 
applicant?

YES YES YES7, 8 YES7, 9 YES7 YES7 YES YES7 YES 

Unable 
to find 

application 
online

YES7 YES7 YES

Does application ask for the SSN 
of all individuals in the assistance 
unit?

YES
YES 

(Optional)
YES YES YES YES YES

YES 
(Optional)

YES

Unable 
to find 

application 
online

YES YES YES

  Information is requested in 
the application, but no specific 
documentation needs to be 
included in order to submit 
application

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Unable 
to find 

application 
online

YES YES YES

Table 2.  State-Level TANF Policies and Practices in States in Which 80 Percent of Low-Income Hispanic Children Reside

Source: Eligibility data from the Urban Institute Welfare Rules Databook: State TANF Policies as of 2018. Data for  administrative practices are current as of March 2020. 
Notes:  1 Upper limit on work hours is 100. 2 Must be conencted to the workforce.  (1) currently working at least 20 hours a week, (2) receiving Unemployment Compensation, or received UC benefits within 12 months prior to the 
application date, (3) unemployed or working less than 20 hours a week and earned $500 within the six months before application, (4) receiving retirement benefits or received retirement benefits in any of the six months prior to the 
application month, or (5) has received disability benefits based on 100 percent disability in any of the last six months. 3 To be eligible, the adult must be deemed essential to the well-being of the family applying for or receiving TANF 
benefits. 4 Caretakers with income under a limit. 5 All relative caretakers. 6 All relative caretakers whose income is under a limit. 7 When the application requests the SSN of the applicant, there is a clear note that the SSN is optional if the 
applicant is not a part of the assistance unit. 8 Colorado includes a yes/no question about whether the applicant has a SSN. 9  To access the online TANF application in Florida, an applicant must create an user profile. The application for the 
user profile requests the SSN of the applicant.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
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Findings: State Policies Around 
Eligibility for TANF Cash Assistance
States establish a variety of financial and non-financial 
requirements that determine initial and continued 
eligibility for TANF cash assistance. Below (and in Table 
2) is a summary of the requirements likely to interact 
with demographic characteristics more common among 
Hispanic families, which may therefore impact Hispanic 
families’ utilization of cash assistance.

Citizenship status

All 13 states allow someone who is an authorized non-
citizen to receive TANF benefits. However, across the 13 
states, eligibility varies depending on when an authorized 
non-citizen immigrated to the United States—specifically, 
on whether they immigrated before or after the passage 
of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996. Policies related to 
the eligibility of non-citizens may differentially impact 
utilization of TANF cash assistance; half of all Hispanic 
families with children include at least one parent who 
immigrated to the United States, and one in four Hispanic 
children have at least one parent who has an unauthorized 
citizenship status in the United States.25    

For non-citizens who immigrated pre-PRWORA: In 12 of the 
13 states, non-citizen lawful permanent residents (LPR)f 
and asyleesg who arrived pre-PRWORA (i.e., before August 
22, 1996) are eligible for cash assistance. In Arizona, asylees 
who arrived pre-PRWORA are eligible for cash assistance, 
but LPRs must have five years of lawful residency, a prior 
qualified status, a military connection, or continuous 
residency to be eligible for cash support (data not shown).  

For non-citizens who immigrated post-PRWORA: In seven 
states—Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, 
North Carolina, and Texas—LPRs who arrived in the United 
States post-PRWORA (i.e., after August 22, 1996) are not 
eligible for cash assistance during their first five years of 
residence in the United States. Additionally, in Texas, LPRs 
who arrived post-PRWORA and have five years of residency 
in the United States must also have 40 qualifying quarters 
of work to be eligible for cash assistance. In the remaining 
six states (California, Georgia, New Mexico, New York, 
Pennsylvania, and Washington), LPRs who immigrated 
to the United States post-PRWORA are eligible for cash 
assistance within their first five years of residency. Texas 
is the only state among the 13 examined for this study in 
which asylees and refugees who arrived post-PRWORA 
are categorically ineligible for cash assistance (data not 
shown).

f Lawful permanent residents are immigrants who have been authorized to permanently live and work in the United States.

g Asylees are immigrants who flee their countries due to persecution because of race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a social group, and who later 
request permission to remain in the United States.

Family structure

Two of the 13 states have different eligibility rules 
based on family structure. California and Georgia have 
different rules for households with two parents than for 
households with one parent. California imposes an upper 
limit of 100 hours on parents’ work, while Georgia requires 
that at least one parent be connected to the workforce. 
These requirements, only imposed on two-parent families, 
could differentially impact Hispanic families: 66 percent 
of all Hispanic children live in a two-parent home, which 
is less than the 77 percent of non-Hispanic White children 
but a higher percentage than the 37 percent of non-
Hispanic Black children.26 Based on analyses from 2013, 
Hispanic families make up just over half of two-parent 
households receiving TANF cash assistance.27

Household composition

Seven states allow a non-caretaker adult to be included 
in the assistance unit (i.e., the members of a household 
included on the TANF cash assistance application whose 
needs are considered when determining the amount of 
cash support). The seven states that allow non-caretaker 
adults to be included in the assistance unit only allow 
certain categories of individuals to be included. Florida, 
New Mexico, Pennsylvania, and Texas only allow relatives 
to fall within this category, while California only allows 
registered domestic partners, Illinois allows only civil 
union partners, and New York allows all adults deemed 
essential to the well-being of the family. The other six 
states (Arizona, Colorado, Georgia, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, and Texas) do not allow non-caretaker adults 
to be included in the assistance unit. This policy could 
differentially affect the amount of cash assistance that 
benefits recipient families because over 25 percent 
of low-income Hispanic child households include an 
unrelated adult—similar to the 28 percent of non-Hispanic 
White child households that include unrelated adults 
but less than the 15 percent of non-Hispanic Black child 
households.28

Twelve of the 13 states allow a non-parent caretaker 
to be included in the assistance unit.  North Carolina 
is the only one of the 13 states examined that prohibits 
non-parent caretakers from eligibility in the assistance 
unit. Among the remaining 12 states, Arizona, California, 
New York, and Washington require that the caretaker have 
income under a designated limit; in Georgia and Texas, the 
caretaker must be a relative; in New Jersey, the caretaker 
must be a relative and have income under a designated 
limit; and Colorado, Florida, New Mexico, and Pennsylvania 
provide no specific guidelines for the caretaker. This policy 
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could differentially impact the amount of cash assistance 
that families receive because over 25 percent of low-income 
Hispanic child households include an unrelated adult.29

Health status screening

Eight states have requirements for immunizations 
for children and two states have health screening 
requirements for children and adults. Arizona, California, 
Florida, Georgia, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, 
and Texas require child immunization either for initial 
eligibility or continued program eligibility. These states 
may not require parents to submit immunization records 
and could instead require that applicants sign a contract of 
compliance. Similarly, North Carolina and Texas require that 
applicants attest to having health screenings, although 
states may not require records to verify. Nonetheless, 
requirements to interact with health care institutions could 
differentially affect families’ eligibility since 21 percent 
of Hispanics under age 65 do not have health insurance, 
compared to 8 percent of non-Hispanic Whites and 12 
percent of non-Hispanic Blacks.30   

Findings: State Administrative 
Practices Related to TANF Basic  
Cash Assistance

Spanish-language support

All 13 states provide information on the TANF cash 
assistance program in the Spanish language as part 
of their state-sponsored websites. The availability of 
program information in Spanish can reduce the burden for 
learning more about the program for individuals who read 
the Spanish language. Almost two thirds of first-generation 
Hispanics report that they cannot read English “very well” 
or “pretty well”; however, more than 90 percent report 
reading Spanish “very well” or “pretty well.”31

Eleven of the 13 states provide a TANF cash assistance 
application online in the Spanish language. North 
Carolina was the only state without an online application 
for cash assistance, irrespective of language. Colorado 
provided the application online in English, but not in 
Spanish. The provision of an application in Spanish could 
reduce the administrative burden for individuals who read 
Spanish.  

Information requested in the online 
application form

The 12 states that provide an online TANF application 
request the social security number (SSN) of the 
applicant and of all members of the assistance unit. In 
seven of these 12 states (Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, 

New Mexico, Pennsylvania, and Texas), the application form 
also states up-front that the applicant (i.e., the individual 
completing the form) does not need to provide a social 
security number if the applicant is not included in the 
assistance unit. Despite this statement, in Florida, access 
to the TANF online application requires the applicant to 
create an online profile, which does request a SSN. The 
remaining five states (Arizona, California, New Jersey, 
New York, and Washington) instruct applicants that the 
SSN is optional if the applicant is not in the assistance 
unit; however, these instructions are located in a separate 
section of the application form. Waiving the requirement to 
provide a SSN for applicants who are not in the assistance 
unit allows parents who do not have SSNs to apply for cash 
assistance benefits on behalf of their citizen child(ren). 

Screenshot of Florida’s online TANF application
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This policy could help Hispanic families access TANF since 
half of all Hispanic families with children have at least one 
parent who immigrated to the United States, and one in 
four Hispanic children have at least one parent who has an 
unauthorized citizenship status in the United States.32    

In their application forms, two states suggest that they 
might share program applicants’ information with law 
enforcement authorities. Arizona’s application system 
includes a note that they will not report any family 
member to United States Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) unless they are informed that a person 
is in the country illegally. Similarly, Georgia does not (by 
law) submit contact information and immigration status 
to USCIS—but the state ambiguously warns that “this 
information (i.e., SSN, names and address) may also be 
given to law enforcement officials to use to catch people 
who are running from the law.”

The 12 states with an online TANF application request 
that applicants list all household members on the 
application. These 12 states generally request information 
on the name, gender, birthdate, relationship to applicant, 
and marital status of all members of the household. States 
vary in the guidance they provide on the online application 
with respect to listing SSNs (or comparable documentation 
of U.S. citizenship of household members), as well as how 
that information will be used. For example, Arizona states, 
“We will not report you, a family, or a household member 
to the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
unless you inform us that you, your family, or a household 
member is in the US illegally.” New Mexico states that SSNs 
are only required for “household members applying for 
assistance” and that “the immigrant status on all individuals 
applying for benefits is subject to verification by the 
Department of Homeland Security…and the information 
received from DHS may affect your household’s eligibility 
and benefits.” Requesting information for all members of 
the household—even those not included in the assistance 
unit— may disproportionately deter Hispanic applicants 
who live with a non-citizen household member, as could 
the challenges of deciphering the legal or technical 
language used to describe the implications of reporting 
SSNs.33  

Additional dimensions of the online 
application experience

The 12 states with an online TANF application use 
a combined application form for TANF and other 
social support programs, which streamlines the benefit 
process. However, the more stringent program eligibility 
requirements seen in some states’  TANF applications may 
deter applicants to other programs with less stringent 
eligibility requirements.

Seven of the 13 states provide accommodations (e.g., 
phone help, interpreters, consultants, modification of 
application) for applicants with different needs; these 
accommodations may also benefit Hispanic applicants 
with low levels of English literacy.

None of the 12 states with an online TANF application 
require applicants to submit documentation in support 
of their application at the point of submission. However, 
supporting documents (e.g., pay stubs, bank statements) 
could be required at a later stage in the application 
process—for example, during the interview. This study did 
not include an assessment of requirements after the online 
application process. 

Discussion 
In this brief, we examined the 13 states that are home 
to 80 percent of all Hispanic children in low-income 
households, documenting (based on publicly available 
information) state policies around TANF cash assistance 
eligibility determination and state administrative practices. 
We find that a variety of the eligibility policies and 
administrative practices we examined are likely to interact 
with demographic characteristics that are more common 
among Hispanic families. Some interact favorably, such as 
widespread availability of Spanish-language translation 
and related accommodations to support low literacy in 
English or other languages. Other dimensions interact 
less favorably, such as complicated criteria related to 
citizenship status, documentation of SSNs, and work hour 
and related eligibility differences for two-parent families. 

In the absence of evidence for the direct impact of cash 
assistance policies and practices on program use, program 
data are only one signal to states for whether cash 
assistance and other TANF programs are being equitability 
accessed by eligible families. The 1996 PRWORA legislation 
drastically reformed the TANF cash assistance program 
with the intent of reducing families’ reliance on the 
program and promoting “personal responsibility” through 
employment. Some scholars expressed concern that 
the resulting PRWORA legislation would likely generate 
long-standing unintended consequences for many U.S.-
born eligible families and children.34,35 These concerns are 
borne out in our findings and research, which reflect how 
state policy provisions have injected avenues allowing for 
discrimination into TANF’s administration.   

Do the examined policies and practices appear to relate 
to access and utilization of TANF basic cash assistance? 
Overall, across the 13 states we examined, our study 
uncovered more similarity and agreement than variation in 
policy and practice. Thus, given the heterogeneity in actual 
utilization of TANF basic cash assistance among Hispanic 
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families, this implies that other factors beyond the policies 
and administrative practices examined here likely influence 
Hispanic family access and utilization. Such factors may 
include the difficulty of capturing chilling effects that are 
due to anti-immigrant sentiment and enforcement, or the 
difficulty of measuring uptake of state- and local-based 
cash support that is not TANF-funded. Further, it was not 
feasible to isolate the extent to which Hispanic families 
and children may benefit (or not) from TANF programs 
apart from cash-based assistance, such as early care and 
education, refundable tax credits, and other services.

Patterns of program utilization do not have a descriptive 
one-to-one alignment with states’ policies and practices. 
The comparison of the share of the population in poverty 
that is Hispanic (a proxy measure of income-eligible 
individuals) and the percentage of TANF cash assistance 
recipients who are Hispanic show that some of the 13 
states have disproportionately higher rates of program 
participation by Hispanic families, while others have 
disproportionally low rates. Patterns of utilization based on 
whether states are host to an emerging or an established 
Hispanic populationsh—or whether states have higher 
(>20%) or lower (<20%) proportions of the Hispanic 
population that are not U.S.-borni—also do not clearly align 
with the policies and practices examined here. Further 
empirical research is needed to examine how state-level 
policies and practices affect program use (see Figure 2). 

States are required to submit a TANF state plan to the 
federal government every two years. The development of 
this plan provides states the opportunity to evaluate the 
existing policies and practices that govern access to their 
TANF programs, as well as the allocation of monies toward 
cash assistance. While devolution of authority to states 
and localities allows decision makers to tailor allocation 
of funds in ways that optimize the needs of their local 
populations, it also leaves funding vulnerable to shifts in 
policy priorities that may be unsupportive of families, or 
of families that belong to certain demographic groups. 
Many states and localities have also moved toward one-
stop gateway systems or portals to determine eligibility 
and subsequent confirmation of receipt for multiple 
government benefits, including child care subsidies and 
food stamps. For efficiency reasons, these portals may 
default to the most restrictive versions of eligibility. As a 
public benefit with (potentially) the most complex and 
restrictive criteria for eligibility,36 defaulting to TANF criteria 
may unintentionally restrict or limit gateways to other 
benefits for which families may nonetheless be eligible; 
this may result in varied utilization across a range of public 

h Emerging Hispanic population states are Colorado, Georgia, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Washington. Established Hispanic population states are Arizona, California, 
Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, and Texas. 

i States where higher (>20 percent) proportions of the Hispanic population are foreign-born are California, Florida, New Jersey, New York, and Texas. States where lower 
proportions of the Hispanic population are foreign-born are Arizona, Georgia, Illinois, New Mexico, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Washington. 

benefits among Hispanic families. (See analysis of Hispanic  
families’ use of CCDF.)

The impact of COVID-19 on low-income families highlights 
the importance of public programs and mechanisms to 
provide income support.37 As public health guidelines limit 
in-person contact, innovations in digital and alternative 
outreach for reaching families represent a moment in 
which administrative burdens can be revisited in ways 
that support Hispanic families and people of color who 
have been disproportionately impacted by COVID-19.38 
For example, such support might include the removal 
of any health status screening requirements that are 
unnecessarily punitive for families who are already 
vulnerable because of being uninsured. Even if TANF 
funding continues to be directed toward programs other 
than cash assistance that might have previously benefited 
Hispanic families and children, COVID-19 has made clear 
that TANF basic cash assistance in its present form is not 
likely to be adequate as a cash safety net. 

TANF Policies and Practice: Implications for Immigrant 
Families
Many of the salient policies of TANF cash assistance programs that 
interact with Hispanic family demographics relate to citizenship 
and language. As such, policy provisions that are hypothesized to 
differentially affect Hispanic families may instead reflect provisions 
that affect all immigrant families or families with immigrant household 
members, regardless of Hispanic or non-Hispanic ethnic background. 
This potentially raises the question of whether these policy features are 
unique in specifically affecting Hispanic families.  

The conditioned eligibility of non-citizens based on years of residency 
and status upon arrival in the United States, the requirement in 
applications to provide information on all household members, and the 
requirement to provide the social security number of all members of the 
assistance unit might act as barriers to TANF cash assistance support for 
immigrant families. 

The language that families speak is another demographic characteristic 
that interacts with TANF cash assistance program administration. Along 
this dimension, Hispanic families may be at a distinct advantage relative 
to immigrant families more generally. While program information and 
applications were consistently available in the Spanish language, they 
were less readily available in many other languages across the 13 states 
we examined. 

Hispanic families may also benefit from community organizations that 
conduct targeted outreach to immigrant families to help the identify and 
navigate resources and services, and, in some cases, to counter myths 
and misinterpretation about eligibility. As shown in Table A2, on average 
across the 13 states, the vast majority of these organizations have the 
capacity to serve Spanish-speaking families (82%) and report providing 
services to undocumented individuals (81%). However, an average of 
only 13 percent help families navigate public benefits and 39 percent 
help families navigate non-legal services.   

https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Hispanic-Center-CCDF-brief-FINAL1.pdf
https://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Hispanic-Center-CCDF-brief-FINAL1.pdf
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Table A1. State-level Demographic and Socio-economic Characteristics for States in Which 80 Percent of Low-Income Hispanic Children Reside, 2018

AZ CA CO FL GA IL NJ NM NY NC PA TX WA

Basic Information

No. of counties 15 58 64 67 159 102 21 33 62 100 67 254 39

State administered cash assistance 
program YES * YES YES** YES *** YES†

Characteristics of children

Population under 18 (in 1,000s)1 1643 8990 1265 4229 2506 2857 1954 482 4068 2301 2649 7398 1663

% below 200% FPL1 45% 39% 31% 44% 44% 37% 29% 52% 39% 44% 36% 45% 31%

% at or above 100% FPL  (in poverty)1 20% 17% 12% 20% 20% 16% 14% 26% 19% 20% 17% 21% 13%

% of children in immigrant families1 28% 46% 23% 33% 21% 26% 40% 19% 36% 19% 14% 34% 29%

No. of children, under 5  (1,000s)1 436 2441 337 1143 657 761 519 124 1140 610 703 2024 463

Characteristics of adults

Population, over 18 (in 1,000s)1 5529 30567 4430 17070 8014 9884 6955 1613 15474 8083 10158 21304 5872

% in poverty2 14% 13% 10% 14% 14% 12% 10% 20% 14% 14% 12% 15% 10%

% immigrant2 13% 27% 10% 21% 10% 14% 23% 9% 23% 8% 7% 17% 15%

Use of social support programs

% of households on SNAP2 10% 9% 7% 14% 12% 12% 8% 17% 15% 12% 13% 12% 11%

% households served Hispanic (SNAP)3 29% 32% 12% 34% 3% 5% 5% 26% 23% 1% 60% 12% 1%

% children receiving TANF benefits 1% 7% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 4% 4% 1% 3% 1% 1%

% served Hispanic (TANF)5 44% 63% 58% 20% <1% 13% 36% 67% 40% 12% 21% 59% 24%

% children served Hispanic (TANF) 46% 68% 60% 19% <1% 13% 38% 69% 41% 13% 22% 62% 28%

Hispanic Population

No. of individuals (in 1,000s)2 2266 15540 1235 5562 1027 2214 1839 1029 3754 997 976 11369 970

% born outside of the United States2 61% 49% 50% 58% 38% 41% 38% 76% 32% 47% 24% 65% 28%

No. of children from low-income HH1 420 2414 194 716 230 373 252 163 539 258 195 2156 182

% of adult population1 28% 36% 19% 25% 8% 15% 19% 46% 18% 8% 6% 36% 10%

% of child population1 44% 52% 31% 32% 15% 25% 27% 60% 25% 17% 13% 50% 21%

% in extreme poverty (below 50% FPL) 10% 9% 8% 9% 10% 8% 9% 14% 13% 13% 15% 12% 8%

% at or below  100% poverty 27% 23% 19% 24% 30% 20% 23% 30% 28% 34% 34% 29% 21%

% below 200% poverty 58% 52% 49% 54% 63% 53% 48% 57% 54% 68% 60% 59% 52%

Sources: 1The Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kids Count Data Center (2018); 2U.S. Census Bureau; 3U.S.D.A Food And Nutrition Service (2017); 4ACF.
* Some countes offer non-TANF cash assistance; **General assistance only avaialble if the family does not qualify for TANF; *** Only available to disabled individuals; †General assistance ended 
August 2019



Table A2. Immigrant Outreach Organizations for States in Which 80 Percent of Low-Income Hispanic Children Reside

State AZ CA CO FL GA IL NJ NM NY NC PA TX WA

# of all organizations 21 184 18 55 16 52 30 7 184 34 24 88 30

# that serve Spanish-speakers 95% 93% 100% 93% 81% 77% 83% 100% 78% 88% 83% 23% 67%

# that specifically address public benefits 5% 22% 11% 20% 13% 13% 20% 0% 15% 18% 17% 18% 0%

# that address non-legal social services 33% 33% 33% 33% 56% 50% 37% 29% 29% 35% 42% 41% 53%

# that specifically serve individuals who 
are not in legal immigration status

67% 86% 83% 85% 69% 85% 83% 100% 86% 74% 75% 89% 70%

Source: Immigration Advocates Network, National Immigration Legal Services Directory; https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/nonprofit/legaldirectory/
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https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/nonprofit/legaldirectory/
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