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December 30, 2024  
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
The whole of the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) is committed to improving the overall well-
being of families by preventing child maltreatment, and values doing so through collaborative efforts that 
support and stabilize families and protect children.  To clarify how this commitment can be realized by states 
and localities, the Administration for Children, Youth, and Family’s (ACYF) Children’s Bureau (CB) and Office of 
Family Assistance (OFA), both within ACF, offer this guidance and our ongoing support to states, territories, 
and tribal grant recipients as they address the basic economic needs of families as an evidence-informed 
strategy to prevent child maltreatment and ensure children remain cared for in their homes or with relative 
caregivers.  
  
Poverty itself does not equate to maltreatment or neglect. The lack of income or economic supports, however, 
may increase the risk of material challenges that lead to significant stress within families or challenges for 
parents in providing for their children’s basic needs. This stress can hinder children’s cognitive development 
and/or increase the risk of parents’ inability to care for their children adequately, a risk which could be best 
mitigated with concrete economic supports.i The differentiation between a family’s inability to provide versus 
maltreatment is a top priority of ACF. In order to provide families with concrete financial supports and 
decrease the risk of the inability to provide, states, territories, and tribal grant recipients may use Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) funds to increase and support protective factors for children within their 
families and communities in ways that prevent their involvement in the child welfare system.  
 
We recognize, however, that across states, territories, and in tribal nations, the administration of the TANF 
grant and the child welfare program are often not situated within the same office or roles. Coordinated 
planning around program design and budget must occur across all jurisdictional offices and roles to ensure a 
holistic approach to support families’ well-being. Both OFA and CB encourage states, tribes, and territories 
administering both programs to collaborate on a comprehensive prevention framework that centers 
investment in families’ economic well-being, while operating within the requirements of each program. This 
approach can facilitate intentionality in braiding available supports to stabilize and strengthen families.  
 
Background 
TANF funds may only be used in a manner reasonably calculated to accomplish one or more of four broad 
purposes outlined in the TANF statute, 42 U.S.C. 601(a)(1), or in accordance with the grandfather clause at 
section 601(a)(2). Within this framework, TANF programs provide a range of benefits and services that can 
serve as a critical support to families experiencing economic hardships. 
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The first statutory goal of TANF, known as TANF purpose one, is to provide assistance to families experiencing 
financial need so that children can be cared for in their own homes or with relatives. States and tribes 
currently report using TANF funds for activities reasonably calculated to achieve TANF purpose one, including 
targeted prevention and reunification interventions in the child welfare system. Certain activities promoting 
prevention, reunification, or kinship care include parenting skills classes and supports, supports for parents 
preparing for reunification, and providing concrete and economic supports to prevent removal from home or 
to support kinship caregivers.  
 
Nationally, 1 out of 5 federal TANF dollars are directed by states and tribes to child welfare activities, but on a 
state-by-state basis the expenditures can be anywhere from 0 to 52 percent of federal dollars spent.  A bi-
annual survey conducted by Child Trends reports that TANF spending by child welfare agencies equaled 
approximately $2.6 billion in state fiscal year (FY) 2020.ii ACF’s collection of TANF financial data shows that 
states spent $2.7 billion in federal TANF or state Maintenance of Effort (MOE) funds on child welfare services 
in federal FY2023, including foster care and child welfare authorized solely under prior law, which accounts for 
8 percent of all TANF and MOE funds used in that year. Forty-three states reported spending some of their 
TANF or MOE funds on child welfare services and, of those, in 12 states child welfare services represented 20 
percent or more of their TANF or MOE spending. 
 
Below, we offer examples of where a child welfare service can be reasonably calculated to meet a TANF 
purpose, and therefore be an allowable use of TANF funds.iii  Jurisdictions may use TANF federal or MOE funds 
for certain family stability, prevention, and reunification services for families eligible under TANF purpose one.   
 
OFA and CB are encouraging states, territories, and tribes to leverage data and practice experience to identify 
opportunities to collaborate even further toward the economic stability of families to prevent unnecessary 
removal of children from their families’ homes whenever possible, prioritizing circumstances where a lack of 
financial resources is the root cause of the potential child welfare involvement.    
 
Families experiencing both intergenerational poverty and immediate economic shocks are at greater risk of 
child welfare involvement.iv Children living in families with a low socioeconomic status (SES) have rates of child 
maltreatment that are five times higher than those of children living in families with a higher SES.v Similarly, 
research has articulated the negative impact state policies that restrict TANF access (such as time limits of less 
than 60 months, severe sanctions for not meeting work requirements, work requirements for mothers with 
children under 12 months, and suspicion-based drug testing of applicant) on child well-being and safety 
trends.vi   
 
Access to appropriate economic supports influence whether a parent or caregiver is available and able to 
support their child’s needs when factors that are associated with child neglect such as low income, income 
instability, food insecurity, or lack of health insurance exist. vii A recent literature review detailed the 
consistent correlation between providing economic supports and preventing child welfare involvementviii.    
Research simulating the effects of increased household income under three anti-poverty economic support 
program packages found potential reductions of 11 to 20% in CPS investigations annually. Relatedly, a study of 
a home-based family preservation program found additional cash supports to help families with concrete 
emergency insufficiencies—such as utility payments, food, clothing for children, or transportation assistance— 
resulted in reduced likelihood of experiencing a subsequent child maltreatment report.  than families receiving 
no concrete supports. 



3 
 

Inversely, there is also a clear connection between reduced access to concrete and economic supports, such as 
social assistance in the form of programs like TANF, and increased involvement in the child welfare system.ix  
For example, recent research has found 23% increase in substantiated neglect reports, a 13% increase in 
foster care entries due to neglect, and a 13% increase in total foster care entries in states with more restrictive 
TANF policies, such as lifetime limits, bans for drug-related felonies, and limited transitional supports for 
newly employed parents.x   
 
The creation of the title IV-E prevention program was an unprecedented step in recognizing the importance of 
working with children and families to prevent the need for foster care placement and the trauma of 
unnecessary parent-child separation. The title IV-E prevention program is part of a much broader vision of 
strengthening families by preventing child maltreatment, unnecessary removal of children from their families, 
and homelessness among youth.  It provides an opportunity for states to dramatically re-think how they serve 
children and families and creates an impetus to focus attention on prevention and strengthening families as 
primary goals, rather than foster care placement as the main intervention.  
 
Foster care is an extremely costly intervention, both financially and in the potential erosion of emotional 
health and well-being, as well as diminished productivity. One study estimates the lifetime economic burden 
of child maltreatment, based on 2015 investigations by child protective services, was $2 trillion.xi Additionally, 
a Chapin Hall resource provided the cost savings associated with prevention through economic and concrete 
supports to families.xii The Congressional Research Service estimates spending on prevention in title IV-E was 
approximately $183 million in FY2024 compared to nearly $4.8 billion in foster care and $4.7 billion in 
adoption and guardianship.xiii Increasing utilization of available prevention funding and decreasing reliance on 
foster care may both reduce the cost to government and improve well-being of families for the long term. 
 
Additionally, research has demonstrated the impact of economic supports on the ability of parents to reunify 
with their children after a removal and for children removed from the home to remain with families in kinship 
care. For example, studies have found that mothers who lose access to cash assistance experience longer 
times before reunification than mothers who maintained benefits.xiv xv These studies underscore the 
relationship between increased monetary resources and the increased likelihood of reunification. 
 
We provide below a number of examples of possible actions TANF and child welfare agencies can take or 
strengthen in a range of areas. We encourage grant recipients to reach out to OFA and CB for support 
implementing the below strategies within their local contexts and in accordance with federal laws and 
regulations. 
 
Establishing a Joint Vision and Strategy  
TANF and child welfare agencies can work together to establish a joint vision and strategy in the following 
ways: 

• Collect detailed TANF data at the state and/or local level in order to enhance both longitudinal 
research capabilities as well as cross-program impacts between TANF and child welfare. 
Comprehensive and accurate data can improve the ability to track the trajectory of households that 
received TANF, including their receipt of other cash welfare benefits and reasons for case closures. This 
will allow for greater insights into the utilization and impact of TANF, including child-only cases, 
intergenerational patterns of TANF receipt, relationship between caseload dynamics, and employment 
patterns. 
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• Work with the state, territorial, or tribal administering agency to understand the shared goals and 
opportunities of TANF and child welfare to allow for informed decisions to be made when developing 
budgets and plans for TANF funding allocations. 

• Inform and support executive staff, budget officers, TANF and child welfare program staff, community 
leaders, legislators, and other key constituents about the shared goals of TANF and child welfare, 
including the frequent connection between poverty and child well-being. 

• Seek technical assistance from OFA and/or CB regional staff to support the state, tribe, and territory 
goals. 

• Identify and act on state and tribal TANF policy options that can increase concrete supports to families. 
 

Prevention 
Policies that increase family access to TANF benefits are associated with reductions in foster care placement.xvi 
Increased benefit levels are also a predictive factor to reduce foster care placements.xvii The following 
strategies are examples of prevention opportunities.  
 
Financing and Investment Opportunities   

• Target eligibility for families at risk of child welfare involvement and streamline access for eligible 
familiesxviii with such practices as eliminating steps in the application process by allowing enrollment in 
one program to satisfy some eligibility requirements for another program.xix 

• Increase basic assistance cash benefit levels so that they are more responsive to the cost of living.  
• Demonstrate the cost effectiveness of using TANF for families at risk of child welfare involvement 

through cost analysis inclusive of both government funds and opportunity costs for families if a child is 
placed in an out of home environment.   

• Leverage existing research and evidence to influence budgetary decisions to focus dollars on upstream 
prevention services by making the case for direct access to meaningful benefit levels and concrete 
supports.xx 

• Pass through and disregard 100 percent of child support payments.xxi 
 
Policy 

• Establish non-recurrent, short-term benefit programs in accordance with 45 CFR 260.31(b)xxii that can 
be used to support families experiencing a specific crisis situation such as economic crisis to maintain 
parent employment and housing stability and safety for families.  

• Direct cash assistance to short-term rentals and other expenses related to finding and maintaining 
housing (i.e., security deposits, application fees, and utility costs). 

• Provide subsidies for transportation, which enable families to maintain employment as well as access a 
range of services including health care, behavioral health care, and child care. 

• Provide immediate concrete supports for families with young children, including clothing, child safety 
supplies, and other basic necessities. 

• Repeal “family caps,” which deny additional assistance to families who have a child while receiving 
TANF benefits.xxiii  

 
Systems Alignment  

• Fund community-based supports for child welfare prevention or parenting supports for parents and 
caregivers experiencing economic need.   

• Use Home Visiting programs to identify opportunities to use cash to support material goods related to 
the care, health, and safety of the child and family.  
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• Develop public facing content, training materials, and other materials for educating the public to 
further understand the differences between poverty and neglect. Examples include the Building Better 
Childhoods Toolkit. 

• Leverage existing access points to ensure that the public is aware of and can access all resources 
available for economic support (such as calling “211” and being directly connected to appropriate 
departments responsible for benefits determinations).  
 

Supporting Kinship Care 
Financing and Investment Opportunities 

• Increase benefit levels and access to TANF cash assistance for relatives seeking formal kinship care. 
• Establish comparable benefit levels between TANF child-only cases and formal kinship care payments.  

 
Policy 

• Ensure child support orders are in the best interest of the child and referrals are appropriate by 
maximizing the flexibility to close a case referred from other means-tested assistance programs if the 
IV-D agency deems it inappropriate to establish and enforce. 

• Revisit the definition of “relative” to allow fictive kinxxiv to qualify as a relative for the purposes of 
accessing TANF child-only grants.  

 
Systems Alignment 

• Maximize access to child-only cases for relatives seeking formal kinship care and strengthen 
relationships between TANF agencies and State Kinship Navigator programs to support appropriate 
referrals. 
 

Reunification  
Given the association between financial resources and reunification, efforts to minimize the negative financial 
impact of a child’s out-of-home placement on parents have the potential to improve chances for 
reunification.xxv 
 
Financing and Investment  

• Become familiar with the various state, territorial, and tribal programs that are driving promising 
outcomes for family preservation and stabilization by using TANF funds for concrete and economic 
supports to scaffold increased support of your goals.  

 
Policy 

• Implement flexibilities to promote successful reentry and reunification for families impacted by 
substance misuse, including removing or modifying lifetime bans for drug-related felony convictions 
through state legislation.  Research indicates that families impacted by substance misuse in states that 
have suspended or modified lifetime ban have increased economic stability and reduced recidivism.xxvi 
Supporting economic stability of parents’ ability to successfully reunified due to removal from home 
due to incarceration.  

• Allow parents with children in foster care who are actively seeking to reunify to continue to receive 
TANF cash assistance to ensure children return safely to their own homes or the homes of relatives. 

 
 
 

https://buildingbetterchildhoods.org/
https://buildingbetterchildhoods.org/
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Systems Alignment 
• Coordinate between child welfare agencies and TANF administering agencies so that the parent 

receives good cause for not participating in TANF work activities while the child is out of the home and 
the parent can participate in required reunification plan activities.  

• Collaborate between child welfare agencies and TANF administering agencies to ensure TANF work 
requirements are not a barrier to successfully completing reunification plans so that TANF recipients 
can fulfill their participation requirements while also meeting reunification plan requirements such as 
parenting classes, substance use treatment, anger management classes, and counseling.  
 

State examples 
• Chapin Hall released a brief on highlighting promising state examples, TANF and Child Welfare 

Innovations. 
 

Call to Action 
When we invest in America’s families, we can prevent child maltreatment and build programs that create 
pathways for intergenerational well-being. Through collaboration across child welfare and economic supports 
programs like TANF, we have an opportunity to prevent and resolve the poverty-related challenges that lead 
families into child welfare system involvement unnecessarily, causing trauma and harm to families and limiting 
the potential for all parents and children to thrive.   
 
OFA and CB will continue to work alongside you to coordinate policies and leverage funding to build 
innovative solutions that support families’ economic stability, prevent the associated risk of child 
maltreatment, and remove barriers to reunifying families as quickly and safely as possible. 
 
In Partnership, 
 
/s/ Rebecca Jones Gaston, Commissioner, ACYF    /s/ Ann Flagg,  Director, OFA 
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