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The Administration’s Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) reauthorization 
proposal and the House reauthorization bill, H.R. 4, would require that an individual must 
participate in activities for at least 40 hours a week in order to fully count toward 
program participation rates.  Supporters of this approach argue that a structured 40-hour 
week is more likely to result in families entering full-time jobs, and that since other 
families work 40 hours a week, so should welfare recipients.  However, the 40-hour 
requirement would make it harder for states to run effective employment programs; 
would force states to misallocate limited TANF and child care dollars; ignores the fact 
that some parents are caring for ill or disabled family members; and does not 
acknowledge that the average work-week is less than 40 hours for mothers with school-
age and younger children. 
 
1. The goal for state welfare reform efforts hasn’t been to generate 40 hours of 

activities; it has been to get people into jobs. 
 
There is probably broad agreement that a goal of welfare reform should be for parents to 
get full-time jobs and earn enough to make ends meet so that they can leave welfare.  
And, states have had extraordinary success in increasing employment rates for families 
receiving welfare.  Between 1994 and 2001, the nation’s caseload fell from 5 million to 
2.1 million families.1  Studies have repeatedly found that most families who left welfare 
were working,2 and that most of these working families were in full-time jobs (defined as 
35 hours or more per week).3  There are still serious concerns about low earnings and 
limited advancement for welfare leavers, but states have had a strong focus on promoting 
work and full-time employment. 
 
States have been free to impose 40-hour participation requirements under TANF, but 
have not typically elected to do so.  Rather, the key components of state strategies have 
included job search requirements; expanding child care, health care, and transportation 
assistance; using time limits and sanctions; and structuring a wide range of program 
activities that were aimed at getting people into jobs, not just generating hours of 
program participation.  In FY 2001, for the nation, the average number of hours of 
engagement for individuals participating in program activities was 29.7, and 47 states 
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reported average engagement of less than 35 hours per week.4  States were focusing on 
efforts to prepare people for and link people with jobs, not just maximizing hours of 
program participation. 
 
2.  There is no evidence that a 40-hour requirement is a better way to get people 

into jobs. 
 
The welfare-work research consistently finds that the most effective programs provide a 
mixed menu of activities, combining job search, training, and other work-related 
activities, but these programs do not typically combine multiple activities for the same 
individual at the same time.5  None of the highest-impact programs routinely imposed 40-
hour requirements.  Nothing in the research suggests that restructuring programs to make 
them require 40 hours instead of 30 hours would make them more effective. 
 
3.   A 40-hour requirement would force states to shift from helping people get jobs 

to tracking and managing hours of participation.  
 
In most states, if a parent begins working 40 hours a week at minimum wage, the family 
loses eligibility for welfare either immediately or in a short period of time.6  So, in most 
states, the only families receiving welfare are ones in which parents are either not 
employed or employed but working less than 40 hours a week.  In FY 2001, there were 
1.4 million adults receiving assistance, and about 362,000 were employed,7 for an 
average of 29 hours a week.8  The first priority for states is to work with the families who 
aren’t working, rather than to create new activity requirements for people who are already 
employed.  But, if people must be participating for 40 hours to count, states will need to 
concentrate on writing plans and creating activities for people who are already working 
substantial numbers of hours a week, because that’s the easiest way to get 40-hour 
participants.  Therefore, the requirement would have the perverse effect of encouraging 
states to concentrate on the families who least need additional time and services instead 
of the families who most need assistance to enter the workforce. 
 
4. A 40-hour activities requirement will not assure that states actively engage 

families with the most serious employment barriers; to the contrary, it may 
increase the likelihood that those families are terminated from assistance. 

 
There is broad agreement that much work remains to be done to engage families in which 
an adult faces significant barriers to employment, in order to increase their chances of 
moving into the labor market.  However, such families are likely to have greater 
difficulties in meeting a 40-hour requirement.  A recent study found that adults with more 
education were more likely to meet a proposed 40-hour requirement, and cases with 
disabled adults or children were less likely to meet the requirements.9  If states face 
higher participation rates and need 40-hour participants, then any individual who has 
difficulty consistently participating at a 40-hour level will become a “drag” on the state’s 
ability to meet participation rates, and there will be an increased risk that such families 
are sanctioned and terminated from assistance rather than provided needed assistance to 
move toward employment. 
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5.   A 40-hour activities requirement would lead to needless costs without 
corresponding benefits. 

 
A large share of current TANF participants is participating for a substantial number of 
hours, but wouldn’t meet a 40-hour standard.  In 2002, states responding to a survey by 
the National Governors Association and the American Public Human Services 
Association reported that 61 percent of TANF cases were engaged in work-related 
activities, but only 9 percent of families were in a federally-countable work activity for at 
least 40 hours a week.10  States would need to increase work and child care costs to 
generate additional hours of participation to meet the proposed rates—even if the 
additional hours were contributing nothing to improve employment prospects.  Without 
sufficient funds, states would need to cut child care and other programs helping other 
low-income working families in order to pay for the costs of meeting the higher 
participation requirements. 
 
6.  The Congressional Budget Office has estimated that a 40-hour requirement 

would cost $2.6 billion more than a 24-hour requirement over five years. 
 
The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimates that a 40-hour requirement costs more 
than a requirement for fewer hours because of the additional work and child care costs 
and the need for engaging more families for more hours.11  CBO has estimated that the 
overall cost of the Administration’s work participation rate proposal would be $11 billion 
for a 40-hour requirement of supervised activities or services compared with $8.4 billion 
for 24 hours of supervised activities or services.  (CBO generated both figures because it 
is unclear whether federal regulations would require that all hours of activity be 
supervised or just the first 24.) 
 
7. The best use of additional child care funding is to expand help to working 

families and improve child care quality, not to increase welfare participation 
requirements to 40 hours.  

 
Some people have suggested that increasing the participation requirements to 40 hours 
would be appropriate so long as Congress adds enough child care money to pay for the 
additional costs.  However, currently only about one in seven eligible low-income 
children receives federal child care assistance;12 about half of the states do not pay child 
care reimbursements sufficient to provide access to a broad range of child care 
providers;13 provider turnover rates are high while training for providers is often minimal 
at best;14 and states across the country are facing reductions in child care services due to 
budget crises.  It is important to ensure that the costs of welfare work requirements are 
paid for, but if there is further ability to expand child care funding, the additional funds 
should go to sustaining current services, helping other working families, and raising child 
care quality, not simply generating more hours of participation for welfare families. 
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8.   Some TANF parents are not able to work 40 hours a week outside the home due 
to children’s health problems. 

 
While many families are able to enter full-time employment, some cannot.  Nationally, 
56 percent of mothers and other female caregivers of infants with special needs and of 
toddlers in early intervention services (e.g., infants and toddlers with developmental 
delays, hearing loss, visual impairments, or other disabilities) are not employed.15  
Several studies show that a substantial share of families receiving welfare contains 
children with special health needs.  One study found that 37 percent of mothers receiving 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC, the predecessor to TANF) were caring 
for at least one child with a chronic health condition, compared to 21 percent of mothers 
not on welfare.16  The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation reports that 25 
percent of studied non-working mothers on TANF in large urban areas are limited in their 
ability to work or go to school because of a child’s health problem.17  And, an analysis of 
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth finds that controlling for other factors, among 
mothers who have been on welfare, those with children with special health needs were 33 
percent more likely than other mothers to lose a job involuntarily.18   
 
9. The Administration’s proposal and H.R. 4 do not require or encourage states to 

provide for sick or personal leave for participants.  
 
It may be suggested that H.R. 4 allows for sick leave because, under the bill, a state’s 
number of participants per month would be calculated by dividing the number of hours of 
all countable participants by 160.  The bill’s proponents argue that since there are 
actually 4.3 weeks in a month, dividing by 160 (four weeks times 40 hours) rather than 
173.33 (4.3 weeks times 40 hours) would let states provide for reasonable absences.  In 
practice, this may make it modestly easier for a state to meet its required participation 
rate, but the provision doesn’t require or encourage states to allow families to have sick 
or personal leave.  
 
10. Most mothers with young and pre-adolescent children do not work 40 hours a 

week outside the home.     
 
In 2001, 43 percent of mothers with children under 6 were working full-time (defined as 
35 hours or more each week), 18 percent were working part-time, and 39 percent were 
either unemployed or not in the labor force.  Of mothers with children under age 13, half 
(50 percent) were working full-time, 18 percent worked part-time, and 32 percent were 
unemployed or not in the labor force.19  In 1998, the most recent year with data available, 
the average work week was 35.6 hours for working women aged 25-54 with school-age 
children, 33.4 hours for those with children aged 3-5, and 30.9 hours for those with 
children under 3.20  More generally, in 2002, Americans working in all private industries 
had an average work week of 34 hours.  Average hours for those in the service industry 
were 33 a week, and 29 a week for those working in retail/sales.21   
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Conclusion 
 
The proposed 40-hour requirement does not reflect the approach most states have chosen 
to take in their welfare reform efforts, is not supported by research, would involve 
significant new costs without corresponding benefits, and cannot be justified by asserting 
that a 40-hour work week is the average work week for other mothers or workers.   
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