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The federal Deficit Reduction Act (DRA), signed into law by President Bush last year, changed the federal 
requirements related to Oregon’s Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program. Most 
importantly, Oregon must increase the share of TANF recipients who are employed or participating in job 
readiness activities as outlined in new federal rules.  
 
Most current TANF recipients in Oregon are already seeking employment or participating in job readiness 
activities. However, the new federal rules restrict the use of federal funds for some of the activities, 
effectively forcing Oregon to engage TANF recipients differently to meet the new rules.  
 
If Oregon fails to engage half of TANF recipients in the new set of allowable work-related activities, the 
State faces stiff financial penalties. Oregon could be required to increase state “maintenance of effort” 
spending and lose up to five percent of its federal TANF funding.1 According to the Oregon Department of 
Human Services, this could total up to $14 million annually.2  
 
To meet the new federal requirements, Oregon will need to overhaul its existing TANF program. This will 
be the first major overhaul of the program since welfare reform over a decade ago. While meeting the 
federal government’s new rules will be a challenge for Oregon, overhauling the program creates an 
opportunity to improve it. Oregon can draw on lessons learned across the country since welfare reform to 
implement the nation’s best practices, in designing a program that will meet the new federal 
requirements.  
 
The Legislative Assembly is currently considering two bills – HB 2180 and HB 2469 - that would 
restructure the state TANF program. This issue brief describes nine key policy options available to Oregon 
to improve the TANF program, and indicates which of the nine policy options would be implemented by 
either HB 2180 or HB 2469, or both.  

 
Policy option #1 - Careful up-front screening and assessment 
The screening and assessment of TANF adults is critical in effectively identifying barriers to employment. 
If barriers go unidentified, it is much less likely that TANF recipients can successfully participate in 
required work activities or transition into employment. Recipients with unidentified barriers may wind up 
wasting time in work activities in which they are poorly suited. When this happens, states have a harder 
time meeting the federal work participation requirements. 
 
The Oregon Department of Human Services’ (DHS) own analysis concludes that the Department has been 
doing a poor job of screening recipients up-front to identify barriers. A report by DHS concluded that 
current up-front screenings are driven by a requirement that families must be offered a screening before 
being sanctioned, rather than by an effort to provide quality services to clients.3 The motivation for 
screening makes a difference in the quality of the screening. The Department’s report notes that a 
substantial share of clients with identifiable barriers is not getting treatment. For instance, the 
Department found that 44 percent of TANF adults in their study had identifiable mental health issues, but 
only 14 percent were receiving mental health treatment or had been diagnosed as needing treatment. “All 
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too often,” the Department’s report concluded, “reviewers found that [alcohol and drug, mental health,] 
or family well being and safety risks issues were not addressed as a part of the client’s plan.” The report 
recommended that all adult TANF applicants be screened up-front for mental health issues, and for 
alcohol and drug problems.  
 
Oregon lacks standardized screening tools for mental health and alcohol and drug problems.4 The 
screening tools in use vary widely across the state. Some contractors hired by the Oregon Department of 
Human Services use nationally recognized screening tools; others do not.  
 
The Oregon Department of Human Services’ current staff of TANF eligibility workers should not be solely 
responsible for identifying barriers facing families. Current staff should be trained to identify clients that 
might need professional screening and evaluation, and local TANF agencies should partner with trained 
medical and social work professionals to perform more in-depth evaluation and needs assessments.5   
 

Provides for screening and assessment?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

Note: HB 2469 may produce higher quality assessments because, unlike HB 2180, it specifies that assessments shall 
be conducted “in cooperation with appropriate partner agencies or professionals.” HB 2469 also ensures access to 
higher quality support services for clients during the assessment period. 

 
Policy option #2 – A careful approach to sanctions 
While up-front assessments are especially valuable for families and for states seeking to improve their 
work participation rates, assessment of recipients’ barriers should be an ongoing process. New problems 
may emerge for families after the initial assessment process is complete. Also, even relatively thorough 
up-front assessments may miss or downplay certain barriers that later assessments could accurately 
identify.6  
 
Recipients who are not complying with their work plans are prime candidates for assessment. Such 
assessments are particularly important since federal law requires states to reduce or terminate benefits 
for families who refuse to participate in work-related activities without good cause (i.e. “sanction” them). 
 
Unfortunately, states often sanction families whose barriers to compliance are not adequately addressed 
by their work plan.7 Sanctioned families, in comparison to other TANF recipients, tend to have more 
mental and physical health problems, less work experience, more limited education, and a higher rate of 
domestic violence. They are also more likely to lack transportation and child care.8  
 
States should be careful about imposing sanctions. Used inappropriately, they may destabilize families 
facing employment barriers, making it more difficult for these families to overcome their barriers in the 
future. Families leaving TANF due to sanctions fare worse than other TANF recipients; they have lower 
incomes, lower employment levels, and more financial hardship.9 Assessing why a family is not complying 
before imposing sanctions may improve the TANF program’s success at helping families achieve self-
sufficiency. 
 
With scant evidence to support the change,10 HB 2180 proposes to increase the use of full-family 
sanctions by accelerating the point at which a “non-compliant” family’s entire TANF grant would be 
closed and extending the amount of time the grant is required to remain closed. Evidence on increasing 
the use of sanctions suggests that doing so produces no increase in participation rates.11 
 

Provides for evaluation prior to sanctions?     HB 2180   HB 2469 

Avoids accelerating full-family sanctions?     HB 2180   HB 2469 
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Policy option #3 – A time limit policy that exempts adults with barriers and holds 
children harmless 
Federal law allows Oregon to construct its own time limit policy. TANF parents can only receive federally 
funded TANF benefits for 60 months during their lifetime (unless they receive an exemption or 
extension), but the restriction does not apply to TANF benefits paid for with state “maintenance of effort” 
funds or other state funds. States are free to impose time limits on receipt of state-funded benefits if they 
wish, but there is no federal requirement to do so.  
 
Federal law allows states to offer time limit extensions to 20 percent of their TANF caseload. Nearly all 
states (47) take advantage of this provision, offering time limit extensions to at least some TANF 
recipients.12  
 
In addition, a majority of states (34) “stop the clock” from ticking on time limits for certain TANF 
recipients, such as those who are disabled or who are caring for a disabled family member.13 
 
Currently, Oregon “stops the clock” from ticking on time limits for all recipients who are participating in 
work-related activities. Recipients exempted from participating in work activities are also exempt from 
time limits. There is no evidence this time limit policy has been detrimental to Oregon. 
 
Oregon should develop a time limit policy it thinks will best serve clients, then structure the funding to 
implement this “best practice” policy.14 
 
It is in Oregon’s interest to maintain contact with parents who have hit the 60-month limit of federal 
TANF receipt but continue to face barriers to employment such as mental health problems or drug 
addiction. By continuing to work with these parents Oregon can keep them engaged in overcoming their 
employment barriers. Cutting them off from TANF support may be counterproductive, leaving these 
families more likely to require other public resources including subsidized medical care and child 
protective services.  
 
Federal law allows Oregon’s time limit policy to hold children harmless from any time limit restrictions. 
Oregon could continue the child share of a TANF recipient’s grant after the parent in the household has 
reached the time limit on federal TANF receipt, even if the adult portion of the grant is rescinded. 
 

Exempts adults with barriers from time limits?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

Allows children to receive benefits beyond the limit?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

 
Policy option #4 - A state-funded program for SSI applicants 
The federal Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program provides cash assistance to low-income 
Americans who are so disabled they are unable to work for 12 or more months.  
 
Both HB 2180 and HB 2469 create a state-funded program for SSI applicants where persons Oregon 
deems likely to be eligible for SSI will be assisted in applying for the federal benefits. While in this 
program, the SSI applicant is not counted as part of the TANF work participation rate calculation. 
 
Both Oregon and recipients benefit from switching SSI-eligible TANF recipients from TANF to SSI. 
Oregon will benefit because switching these recipients out of TANF improves the Oregon’s work 
participation rate.15 Though few TANF recipients are severely disabled enough to be eligible for SSI, those 
few are unlikely to help Oregon meet the work participation requirements. To be eligible for SSI, disabled 
adults must prove through a rigorous process that they are unable to perform any “substantial gainful 
activity” and that their disability will last for at least a year.16 Oregon will also save money once these 
families have left the TANF roles because the adult’s cash assistance is paid by SSI.  
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It often takes many months – if not years – for SSI applicants to be approved, and SSI recipients receive 
benefits retroactively to the date of application. States that provide cash assistance to SSI applicants while 
they are awaiting approval can be reimbursed out of the applicant’s back SSI benefits.  
 

Creates a state-funded SSI program?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

 
Policy option #5 – An exemption for parents with an infant under one year old 
Federal TANF law allows states to exempt parents with children under one year of age from TANF work 
participation activities.17 Oregon currently exempts new parents for just the first 90 days after giving 
birth.18  
 
Single parents of infants face special challenges in finding and maintaining employment. Infants require 
more intensive care than older children, and child care for infants can be particularly difficult to find.19  
 
Oregon should take advantage of the flexibility allowed under federal law and allow (but not require) 
parents to stay home with their infants for their first year of life.20 Exempting parents of newborns for one 
year would help the State meet the federal work requirements by exempting a group of recipients whose 
situation makes finding and keeping a job more difficult. In addition, it would help parents of infants 
focus more time on raising their child. 
 

Provides exemption for parents with infant under one year?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

 
Policy option #6 - Restoring a policy of allowing families to keep at least some 
child support  
Before they are eligible for TANF, poor families must assign their child support rights to the State. Oregon 
must share with the federal government a portion of child support collected on behalf of TANF families, 
but has considerable flexibility when it comes to the remainder of child support collections. The State may 
keep it all, “pass through” all of it to the families, or just “pass through” some of it.  
 
Oregon takes the most restrictive approach; the State does not pass through any child support income to 
families. Oregon ceased providing a $50 “pass-through” in 1997.  
  
Prior to welfare reform in 1996, federal rules required states to allow families to keep the first $50 a 
month in child support. It was recognized that allowing families to keep some of their child support 
encouraged non-custodial parents to pay child support to the State if they knew that some of the funds 
would go to their children, and encouraged custodial parents to keep the State abreast of the whereabouts 
of the absent parent. Since then, research has confirmed that non-custodial parents are more likely to pay 
child support if more of the payments reach their children.21  
 
To encourage states to allow families to keep at least some child support, Congress included in the DRA 
provisions that give states a new incentive to direct more child support to TANF recipients. Under the new 
rules, the federal government will waive its share of child support collections - if the State lets families 
keep at least some child support and disregards the income when calculating benefit levels - up to $100 
per month for one child and $200 per month for two or more children.22 This provision will take effect 
October 1, 2008. 
 
Moreover, the money the State collects does not help finance the TANF program. Oregon uses the income 
from TANF child support collections to help finance the activities of the State’s child support collection 
unit in the Oregon Department of Justice.  
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Allows families to retain at least some child-support?     HB 2180   HB 2469 

Note: Unlike HB 2180, HB 2469 requires that any child support families are allowed to keep must be disregarded 
when calculating benefit levels. As currently drafted, however, HB 2469 fails to require Oregon to allow families to 
keep some or all child support. 

 
Policy option #7 - A post-TANF employment retention program  
Since the early 1990s, most states have changed their eligibility rules so that recipients could continue 
receiving cash assistance and other services after they find employment.23 Research has shown that 
providing earnings supplements to welfare recipients increases the chances they will be employed.24 
About a quarter of TANF recipients nationally were employed in 2001.25 
 
In Oregon, just one percent of the TANF caseload has any earnings from work. Oregon’s current TANF 
eligibility is set so low that once a TANF recipient with two children works just 19 hours a week at 
minimum wage, they earn too much to qualify for TANF. Once a family’s income rises above 43 percent of 
the federal poverty level they are ineligible for TANF cash assistance.  
 
A program to provide some supplemental income to families as they leave welfare for work would help 
provide some additional financial stability to families. It would also help Oregon increase the share of its 
TANF caseload that meets the new federal work requirements imposed by the Deficit Reduction Act. 
 

Provides for a post-TANF employment retention program?  HB 2180   HB 2469 

 
Policy option #8 – Increase the income eligibility limit to make the “earnings 
disregard” work and help more poor children 
To be eligible for TANF services, families in Oregon must have incomes under the “countable income 
limit” – the maximum allowable income before certain deductions and exemptions. The “countable 
income limit” varies by family size.  
 
Oregon’s countable income limits for TANF have not changed since July 1991. As a result, families today 
have to be much deeper in poverty than in the past to receive TANF. Eligibility has shrunk to 43 percent of 
the federal poverty level for a three-person family. Only two states have lower income limits than 
Oregon.26 
 
Even at minimum wage levels, the countable income limit is too low to allow most working families to 
receive TANF benefits. For example, in 2007 a mother of two children who works more than 19 hours a 
week in a minimum wage job is ineligible for TANF because she earns too much money. In the early 
1990s, the same mother could work nearly 30 hours a week at minimum wage and still be eligible for 
TANF aid. In December 2006, only one percent of TANF families had any earnings from work, because 
the income limit is set so low. If Oregon increases the countable income limit and cash assistance level, 
more working families will be eligible for assistance. By offering assistance to more working families, 
Oregon would directly improve its work participation rates. 
 
Increasing the income limit would also make Oregon's TANF policy more internally consistent. To 
encourage recipients to work, Oregon’s longstanding practice is to ignore, or “disregard," half of any 
earnings from work when calculating benefits. Unfortunately, few recipients benefit from the "earnings 
disregard" because Oregon's low countable income limit means that once recipients are working, few 
remain eligible for the program.  
  
Oregon should increase the countable income limit to the federal poverty level, so that all Oregon families 
with children living in poverty have access to TANF assistance. Coupled with the existing earnings 
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disregard policy and with a maximum grant set at not less than half of the federal poverty level, Oregon 
could boost its work participation rate while simultaneously providing cash assistance at less than the full 
grant amount to working TANF recipients.27  
 
At a minimum and as an alternative, Oregon should increase the limit to a minimum of 66 percent of the 
federal poverty income guidelines. At this level, the income limit would equal twice the current maximum 
grant for a family of three, making the "earnings disregard" fully operational.  
 

Increases income eligibility limits?     HB 2180      HB 2469 

 
Policy option #9 – Increase the maximum grant amount 
From July 1991 to April 2006, the maximum monthly TANF assistance grant that families may receive 
was frozen at $460 for a family of three. During this long freeze, the value of the maximum grant amount 
lost nearly a third (32 percent) of its value.  
 
In April 2006, the maximum grant increased slightly, to $471 for a family of three. The slight increase, 
however, has already been eroded by inflation. As of the first quarter of 2007, the maximum grant is still 
32 percent less than its value since July 1991. 
 
The 32 percent drop in the value of the grant is significant. Compared to the 1991 grant level, the $471 
grant today is really worth only about $314. Each month, moreover, this value is declining as the cost of 
living continues to rise. By the end of the upcoming 2007-09 budget cycle, the grant will be worth just 
$301, or 35 percent less than its value in July 1991.   
 
To restore the grant to July 1991 levels, Oregon would need to increase it to $690 for a family of three. At 
that level, the grant would still equal less than half (48 percent) of the poverty line. 
 

Increases the maximum grant amount?     HB 2180      HB 2469 
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