
Strengthen TANF as a Lifeline:
Help Families Meet Their Most Basic Needs by
Supporting TANF Restorations and Improvements

When families face economic hardship, they should not go without the basics:
food, shelter, or medical essentials.

SB 5214 makes the following much-needed restorations and
improvements to TANF:

During the Great Recession a decade ago, the legislature enacted several punitive
policy changes to the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program in
order to reduce the caseload, and by extension, costs to the state’s budget. While
roughly the same number of families in Washington state are living in deep
poverty (defined as 50% of the Federal Poverty Level) today as were prior to the Great
Recession, the TANF caseload is now less than half of what it was before the 2011 cuts.

In the wake of health and economic crises of COVID-19, thousands of families in
Washington are struggling to meet their basic needs. Reversing these cuts to TANF
would allow families facing hardship to access this lifeline program and provide a
foundation for a more equitable economic recovery.

In some of my darkest hours as a parent, I lost the only source of income and support that my family
had. I always thought that TANF was supposed to be there when families had hard times, but in my
situation, TANF was taken away from me when my family needed it most. All because I was more
focused on caring for my mental health and my son’s health and safety than on meeting the demands
of TANF. It made an already terrible situation traumatizing.”

-Parent and TANF/WorkFirst
participant from Kent, WA

Restore Hardship Exemptions to Time Limits - Families accessing TANF are currently cut off after
60 months, unless they meet extremely narrow definitions for extensions. This time limit policy has
racist outcomes, disproportionately cutting off Black and Indigenous families. Restoring a broad
hardship exemption would increase racial equity and allow families who are “playing by the rules” to
maintain their assistance if they are still experiencing hardship after 60 months.

Eliminate Full Family Sanctions - When parents face barriers to meeting TANF’s program
requirements, families’ grants are reduced for both the adults and children. Children should never
be cut from the support needed to meet their basic needs. Ending full family sanctions would end
the practice of harshly cutting children off this lifeline support.

Allow Telephonic Orientation – In 2011, mandatory, in-person TANF orientations were introduced
to reduce caseloads, preventing families in need from accessing assistance they otherwise were
eligible to receive. In 2019, 1,445 families were denied assistance for not being able to attend an in-
person orientation. Allowing orientation by phone, as has been permitted during COVID, would
increase access for families.

Increase the Income Set-aside - TANF recipients are severely limited in the income they can earn
before being cut off due to the income eligibility standards. Increasing the income set-aside limit
would be less punitive for families who are able to work, allowing them to earn incrementally more
while maintaining their TANF eligibility and access to related supports such as childcare and
education support.


