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July 29, 2015 

 

Comments on Discussion Draft of TANF Reauthorization Bill 

Subcommittee on Human Resources | Committee on Ways and Means 

U.S. House of Representatives 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to share Heartland Alliance’s views on the subcommittee’s 

draft bill to reauthorize the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program (TANF) for FY 

2016-2020. 

 

Grounded in over 125 years working with the most vulnerable men, women and children in 

our society, Heartland Alliance informs public policy decisions and advances solutions to 

improve opportunities and quality of life for people living in poverty and danger. Through the 

study of emerging problems and longstanding barriers, evaluation of promising solutions, 

and program and policy development and advocacy that leverages lessons learned, 

Heartland Alliance’s research and policy work is advancing meaningful policy and systems 

change to create a more just global society. 

 

Heartland Alliance’s National Initiatives on Poverty & Economic Opportunity is dedicated to 

ending chronic unemployment and poverty. We work at the intersection of practice, policy, 

and research to catalyze change that is practical, informed by evidence, and grounded in 

experience. Through our field building efforts, we provide support and guidance that fosters 

more effective and sustainable employment efforts. Our policy and advocacy work advances 

solutions to the systemic issues that drive chronic unemployment.  

 

The federal TANF program has several legislative goals and a dual mission as a crisis 

response system aimed at reducing and alleviating poverty and hardship among low-income 

children and families and creating pathways to employment and economic opportunity. Our 

comments reflect the degree to which we believe that the subcommittee’s draft bill achieves 

the goals and intent of the TANF program and, in some places, reflects and builds upon the 

testimony and comments submitted by other nationally recognized organizations including 

the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and the Center for Law and Social Policy. 

 

For more information or questions about our recommendations, please contact:  

 

Melissa Young 

Director  

Heartland Alliance National Initiatives on Poverty and Economic Opportunity  

33 W. Grand Avenue, Suite 500 | Chicago, IL 60654 

Phone: 312.870.4944 | Fax: 312.870.4950 | Email: myoung@heartlandalliance.org 

Website: www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/national-initiatives.html
mailto:myoung@heartlandalliance.org
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Work Participation Rate Changes Reflect Important Improvements.  
 

As noted by several national organizations, including Heartland Alliance, and states across 

the country, the complexity and rigidity of TANF’s countable work activities hinders state 

efforts to construct meaningful transitions to employment and advancement with concurrent 

employment, education, job search and barrier removal approaches and does not reflect 

what research and practice indicate are the most promising ways to transition individuals to 

work. The time limits and sequencing of core and noncore activities can create barriers to 

providing services that meet participant service needs. Monitoring and documenting 

individuals in work activities is not a measure of success in preparing for, finding, and 

keeping employment. As a result, many states face challenges and risk financial penalty to 

constructing seamless transitions to employment and advancement for participants – 

especially for individuals facing employment barriers.  

 

The draft bill makes many improvements that address such issues with the work 

participation rate (WPR) including removing the “marriage penalty,” allowing states to 

receive partial credit for recipients that may not be able to participate for the full 20 or 30 

hours, removing the distinction between core and noncore activities, and allowing 

participation in job search activities to count toward the work rate. We recommend some 

additional changes:  

 

 Remove the 30 percent cap on the contribution vocational education can have 

toward meeting to meeting the work participation rate. As noted by other national 

groups, the cap on vocational education is arbitrary and contradicts other changes in 

the bill such as expanding access to education and training activities, simplifying the 

tracking of work activities, and adding a new TANF program goal of reducing poverty. 

In our current economy, jobs that pay higher wages, offer benefits and flexibility, and 

have growth opportunities require additional education and training.  Low literacy and 

adult basic education skills present a significant barrier to employment and 

advancement into these jobs for many individuals. Enforcing a cap on these activities 

is shortsighted considering the goal of supporting participant efforts to prepare for, 

get and keep, and advance in employment.  
 

 Allow HHS the authority to explore experimental, pilot, or demonstration projects at 

the state level aimed at achieving the goals of TANF by making additional changes to 

work participation requirements. The intended purpose of this recommendation 

being to encourage states to consider new, more effective ways to meet the goals of 

TANF, particularly helping individuals successfully prepare for, find, and retain 

employment. As discussed, the draft legislation goes a long way toward making 

meaningful changes in the WPR, however, we believe that additional experimentation 

and testing could help to identify new ways by which states can successfully build 

pathways to employment and economic opportunity for jobseekers with barriers to 

employment.  
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Subsidized Employment Demonstration Projects Should Build on Previous 

State Success.  
 

Since the enactment of TANF, a number of states have used TANF funds to develop 

subsidized employment and Transitional Jobs programs in order to engage individuals facing 

barriers to employment in real work experience; stabilize individuals and families through 

earned income; increase on the job work experience; build soft skills; provide a current 

reference; and offer a stepping stone to unsubsidized employment. During 2009 and 2010, 

39 states and the District of Columbia operated subsidized employment programs using 

funding from the TANF Emergency Fund, a temporary funding stream created as part of the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), to place over 260,000 low-

income parents and youth in subsidized jobs. In the years since, states such as Wisconsin, 

Nebraska, Minnesota, California, and Colorado among others have expanded their 

subsidized employment programs with available federal and state funds. The results of such 

efforts have proven to be beneficial to individuals, families, employers, and communities. 

Local, state, and national evaluations have demonstrated that such programs can 

significantly raise individual and family earnings, create pathways to jobs, benefit employers 

on a number of measures, and have positive economic ripple effects in communities. Other 

research findings have demonstrated that these programs can contribute to lowering 

recidivism, reducing public benefits receipt, and improving the lives of children. Finally, 

research shows that the financial benefits of these programs far outweigh the costs. 

 

Because of the broad discretion in the uses of the TANF block grant and the reality that in 

many states TANF funding decisions are made outside of the TANF agency, states that have 

had interest in leveraging block grant funds for the purposes of implementing subsidized 

employment programs often have difficultly securing enough resources to implement them. 

Because of this, the dedicated resources in the subcommittee draft legislation for grants to 

states to conduct demonstration projects aimed at implementing and evaluating subsidized 

employment or Transitional Jobs programs is most welcome.  

 

We have a few recommendations based on our experiencing supporting the design, 

implementation and evaluation of these models for the last 20 years:  

 

 Consider including incentives for states to implement subsidized employment 

programs. Subsidized employment and Transitional Jobs programs have been one of 

the most rigorously evaluated employment models. In addition to the research 

evidence discussed above, these programs have been shown time and again to get 

individuals facing barriers to employment working quickly and earning much needed 

income. Moreover, when given the opportunity, states drew down $1.3 billion dollars 

through ARRA to implement these programs. Given the goals of the TANF program, 

we think it is essential that any reauthorization of the TANF program allow for, 

promote, and incentivize the implementation of subsidized employment programs in 

every state. We urge the Committee to consider how it might incentivize states to 

implement subsidized employment programs and construct Improving Opportunity 

Demonstration Projects in such a way as to promote implementation of these models 

not create additional barriers to receiving funds to do so. This might be done by:  

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives/our-initiatives/national-transitional-jobs.html
http://socialimpactresearchcenter.issuelab.org/resource/chicago_neighborhood_job_start_summary_evaluation_report_a_transitional_jobs_response_to_the_great_recession_executive_summary
http://socialimpactresearchcenter.issuelab.org/resource/put_illinois_to_work_evaluation_an_early_look
http://economicmobilitycorp.org/uploads/stimulating-opportunity-full-report.pdf
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 Allowing states that currently implement subsidized employment programs to 

get priority for additional resources to implement expanded subsidized 

employment programs. In this case, states that currently implement programs 

might be required to demonstrate in their state TANF plan how they have 

implemented such models previously. Through their state plan, states could 

request additional funds to implement subsidized employment and 

transitional jobs models and HHS could provide priority to those states. 

 

 Ensuring that evaluation efforts of subsidized employment programs 

contribute to new learning and are not burdensome for states. We agree that 

it is important for states to document the outcomes and impacts of their 

subsidized employment programs and report on them regularly. That said, 

subsidized employment programs are currently being tested through two 

random assignment evaluations by the Departments of Labor and Health 

Human Services and we will continue to learn a great deal through these 

evaluations. We urge the Committee to place experimental research and 

evaluation requirements on states that wish to implement new models of 

subsidized employment programs with TANF funds. For states that propose to 

implement models that have already been tested we urge the Committee to 

waive the requirement for additional experimental research.    

 

 Ensuring that grants are longer and multi-year – particularly for states that are 

applying to implement new subsidized employment programs. The start-up 

and development of infrastructure to implement these programs can take 

time.  We urge the Committee to allow HHS to award multi-year subsidized 

employment program funding and renewal funding.  

 

 Be mindful of best and promising practices in design and implementation of 

subsidized employment programs. During the subcommittee hearing on July 15, 

2015, members of the Committee raised specific questions about the structure and 

implementation of subsidized employment programs. These questions are 

particularly important given the broad state application requirements outlined in the 

subcommittee draft bill. There has been significant variation as to the design and 

implementation of subsidized employment models over time in order to account for 

local and state goals of the program and conditions locally. Several best and 

promising practices have been identified and lifted up by the National Transitional 

Jobs Network, particularly for serving individuals with the most significant barriers to 

employment. We urge the subcommittee to be mindful of the decisions that states 

must make in designing and implementing such models and the range of best and 

promising practices that have been identified - most recently in the comments we 

submitted to DOL in the WIOA Notices of Proposed Rulemaking.   

 

 Lift the 50% cap on wages paid to participants – particularly when serving 

participants with significant barriers to employment – and target the program. 

Subsidized employment and more specifically Transitional Jobs programs have been 

found to be most successful in serving individuals with significant barriers to 

employment. We recommend that programming is targeted to participants that 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives/our-initiatives/national-transitional-jobs.html
http://www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives/our-initiatives/national-transitional-jobs.html
http://www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives/field-building/subsidized-tanf-toolkit.html
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/2-16-11tanf.pdf
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/comments_workforce_innovation_and_opportunity_act_wioa_notices_of_proposed_rulemaking_nprms


5 
 

demonstrate multiple employment barriers and those that have sporadic, 

problematic, and inconsistent work histories. Moreover, given that this strategy is 

costly, we recommend that funds are strategically targeted to these jobseekers. In 

light of this, we recommend that the subcommittee lift the 50 percent cap on wages 

paid to participants in order to incentivize employers, who often may have 

reservations on hiring such jobseekers, to participate. This recommendation is 

consistent with how available funds for these models can be used in WIOA 

legislation.   

 

 Augment required reportable information.  The draft legislation requires that as a 

condition of receiving funds to implement subsidized employment programs a state 

is required to submit a report that includes: 

i. the number of people each month of the fiscal year whose employment is 

subsidized with funds;  

ii. specifies for each month of the fiscal year the number of individuals who 

remained employed by the same employer in an unsubsidized position in 

the month immediately succeeding the month in which the last subsidy 

payment was made; and 

iii. a description of the structure of the State activities to use the funds to 

subsidize employment, including the amount and duration of the subsidies 

provided.   

 

Specifically as it relates to ii, we urge the subcommittee to consider broadening the 

reported information to include the number of individuals who remained employed by 

the same employer or another employer in the month immediately succeeding the 

month in which the last subsidy ended. In many cases, a subsidized employment 

participant may find success in employment after the subsidy ends with another 

employer. Or, the structure of the subsidized employment program may be to 

transition an individual from a subsidized employment position with one employer to 

an unsubsidized employment position with another employer. We would not want 

states to get penalized for the success of their subsidized employment programs just 

because a participant finds unsubsidized employment with another employer. 

Moreover, we urge the subcommittee to leverage national experts and researchers to 

ascertain other measures that a state might report on to describe the outcomes and 

impacts of their subsidized employment program.  

 

 Allow states to count individuals participating in subsidized employment paid for with 

TANF funds in the work rate even if they are not receiving cash assistance. 

Participation in subsidized public or private-sector employment is countable under 

federal regulation as a core activity for meeting a state’s work participation rate. The 

Committee should allow states to fully count participants in subsidized employment 

programs regardless of whether they are receiving cash assistance.  

 

 Allocate technical assistance resources to states. Subsidized employment strategies 

can be complex to implement and require expertise in workforce development, social 

service delivery, and an understanding of the unique needs of the population targets 

the program is serving. We recommend that technical assistance resources are 
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allocated to ensure that programs are adequately designed and implemented, and 

reflect current knowledge of best and promising practices.  

 

Address TANF Funding & Spending.  

 
As noted by several national organizations, a significant shortcoming of the draft legislation 

is that it provides no additional funding for TANF. In addition, the bill imposes additional 

reporting requirements on states with no additional funding for those activities, and 

repurposes the Contingency Fund.  

 

We applaud the provisions in the draft legislation that seek to address some of the fundng 

issues – including eliminating the third-party maintenance-of-effort contributions and 

restricting TANF funds to families with incomes below 200 percent of poverty in order to 

target the program more specifically to families with the greatest needs. We offer additional 

suggestions to strengthen TANF funding and spending:  

 

 Increase funding for TANF. The value of the TANF block grant has lost 30 percent 

since its creation. While workforce, education, training and supportive services can 

be leveraged through many federal and state funding streams and systems – these 

resources are severely limited for individuals with the most significant barriers to 

employment. Improving employment and economic opportunity for TANF participants 

requires that the draft bill propose to increase funding for the TANF program. 

 

 Reclaim TANF funds for the core purposes of TANF. The permissible uses of the TANF 

block grant are broad and states often spread them across many areas of the state 

budget – which can dilute the potential impacts of the program. We encourage the 

subcommittee to reclaim these resources by requiring states to spend specific share 

of their resources on core purposes of the TANF program – specifically basic 

assistance, work activities, and work supports. We believe that doing so is aligned 

with the goals and new outcome measures discussed in the draft legislation and will 

contribute significantly to improving TANF work programs and participants’ 

employment outcomes. We also agree with other national organizations that any 

additional state spending towards the TANF program, either as a result of failing to 

meet the workforce participation rate or outcome measurements, or other means 

should be redirected specifically for the core purposes of the TANF program.  

 

Strengthen Access to Employment for Noncustodial Parents.  
 

The earnings of both custodial and noncustodial parents directly impact the degree to which 

children experience poverty. For many noncustodial parents, barriers to employment may 

impede a parent’s ability to financially provide for their children. Indeed, financial and 

nonfinancial support by noncustodial parents to their children is directly tied to earnings.  

 

We applaud the inclusion of many of the Julia Carson Responsible Fatherhood Act provisions 

in the Committee’s discussion draft including the elimination of the “marriage penalty.” 

These provisions offer a strong foundation to ensure that noncustodial parents can increase 

earnings, financially provide for their children, and are consistent with the goals of the TANF 

http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/healthy_relationships_employment_and_reentry
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program and the goals of the Office of Child Support. We offer one additional aspect of the 

Julia Carson Responsible Fatherhood Act that we hope the Committee will consider including 

in order to increase access to employment services and supports for noncustodial parents:   

 

 Clarify that states can provide non-custodial parents the same work supports as 

custodial parents.  Section 111 of the Julia Carson Responsible Fatherhood Act 

makes clear that States can define the non-custodial parent as part of the needy 

family so that the non-custodial parent can receive services – including 

employment and work supports.  Although this is current law, many states are not 

aware of this ability.  Therefore, we request inclusion of this provision to focus 

states’ attention on this issue.  

 

Address Performance Measures & Ensure the Goal of Reducing Poverty Is 

Strengthened.  

 
Along with many other national organizations, we have advocated for measuring outcomes 

in employment in TANF. As the Committee has heard time and again, the work participation 

rate is a process measure that focuses on hours spent in work activities, not progress 

toward TANF employment goals. The success of the TANF program should be measured by 

whether families leave the program engaged in employment and on a pathway toward 

increased earnings.  

 

As others have articulated, the draft bill takes steps toward this goal by proposing to hold 

states accountable for measures of employment, retention, and advancement. On the 

surface these are laudable goals. We think there is great need, however, for refinement of 

these measures. We agree with many of the recommendations put forward by the Center for 

Law & Social Policy. In particular we urge the Committee to require that the negotiations 

around goal-setting take into account both economic conditions of a local area being served 

and the characteristics of jobseekers. This is consistent with statutorily required factors for 

the development of regression models to evaluate the performance of WIOA and we believe 

essential for ensuring that accountability measures are based on the realities of participants 

served and communities.  

 

Finally, we applaud the inclusion of reducing poverty as an additional purpose of the TANF 

program.  As has been articulated, the TANF program cannot reduce poverty if it fails to 

reach families living in poverty. While the draft bill makes some strides to reduce the 

incentive for states to avoid serving families in need or those with the greatest barriers, 

more is needed. In particular, we agree with recommendations to develop and include 

meaningful accountability measures on how effectively a state’s TANF program provides a 

safety net for families through access to TANF benefits and work supports.  

 

Conclusion.  
 

Thank you for your attention to these important issues regarding the TANF program and, in 

particular, for the Committee’s commitment to improving the work participation rate and 

pathways to employment and economic opportunity for the nation’s most vulnerable 

http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/recommendations_to_states_in_modernizing_work_participation_outcomes_throughsubsidized_employment_and_transitional_jobs_programs
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Comments-on-Proposed-TANF-Outcome-Measures-FINAL.pdf
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/comments_workforce_innovation_and_opportunity_act_wioa_notices_of_proposed_rulemaking_nprms
http://waysandmeans.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/LaDonna-Pavetti-Testimony-071515-HR6.pdf
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families. We appreciate the opportunity to comment. We look forward to working with the 

Committee to answer questions or provide additional information.  

 

About Us. 

Heartland Alliance’s National Initiatives on Poverty & Economic Opportunity (NI) is dedicated 

to ending chronic unemployment and poverty. We believe that every person deserves the 

opportunity to succeed in work and support themselves and their families. Employment 

fulfills individuals, strengthens families, builds communities, and is fundamental to a 

prosperous America. Through our field building, we provide support and guidance that 

fosters more effective and sustainable employment efforts. Our policy and advocacy work 

advances solutions to the systemic issues that drive chronic unemployment. Working at the 

intersection of practice, policy and research, we catalyze change that is practical, informed 

by evidence and grounded in experience. NI is home to several initiatives designed to help 

focus attention on critical populations and solutions:  

The National Center on Employment & Homelessness (NCEH) is dedicated to ensuring that 

employment is a key element in the fight to prevent and end homelessness. Through NCEH 

we promote employment as a fundamental solution to homelessness; identify and advance 

evidence-based employment interventions; advance systems change; and connect 

workforce and homeless service systems. We have launched a competitive process, the 

Connections Project, in which we will fund five sites to plan, implement, and strengthen 

innovative systems collaboration ideas aimed at increasing employment and economic 

opportunity for homeless jobseekers. 

The National Transitional Jobs Network is a national coalition dedicated to getting 

chronically unemployed Americans back to work. We advance employment solutions 

including Transitional Jobs that combine wage-paid work, job skills training, and supportive 

services to help individuals facing barriers to employment succeed in the workforce. We 

open doors to work through research and evaluation, education and training, and policy 

advocacy. Our coalition is comprised of city, state, and federal policy makers; workforce 

organizations; and nonprofit service providers and advocacy organizations. 

The B.MORE Initiative seeks to open doors to employment and economic advancement for 

low-income black men and youth across the country through policy advocacy, resource 

creation, and coalition building. We work at the intersections of child support, criminal 

justice, and employment to promote better policies and to equip providers to run more 

effective programs and systems account for the employment needs and interests of low-

income black men and youth. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/nationalinitiatives/about/

