
Reducing child poverty is one of the best investments North Carolina can make: Every
$1 spent reducing childhood poverty is estimated to save $7 on the future societal
costs of poor health, child maltreatment, and other harms. But North Carolina’s
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (TANF) leaves behind many children
in need. For the children it does reach, the program does too little. 
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North Carolina can improve TANF policy to
remove barriers to children’s well-being

HOW STATE POLICYMAKERS CAN BOOST CHILD WELL-BEING: 
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Ensure TANF funds are adequate to meaningfully reduce hardship 

The maximum TANF benefit in NC is just $272 a month for a single-parent family
of three —unchanged since 1996 and worth nearly 50 percent less today due to
inflation. That’s just 13 percent of the federal poverty level; only Mississippi and
Alabama’s benefit levels are lower. 
 
State lawmakers can commit state funds to ensure TANF meaningfully supports
child well-being when a family falls on hard times. They can do this either by
providing General Fund revenue directly to the program or by shifting TANF
funds currently used for child care and foster care, instead supporting those
essential programs with a recurring commitment of General Fund revenue. 

Recommendation: State policymakers should benchmark TANF benefit levels
to at least 40 percent of the federal poverty level 

North Carolina still enforces a “family cap,” which blocks children born into
households already participating in TANF from receiving income support. Only 6
states have yet to remove these policies, and Tennessee removed theirs in 2024.

Recommendation: State policymakers should remove the family cap

Remove barriers that block babies and children from accessing the
TANF program 



W H A T  I S  T A N F ?

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program was established
in the 1996 welfare reform legislation at the federal level to take the place of
Aid to Families with Dependent Children, shifting the program from an
entitlement to a block grant that gives states flexibility over eligibility and
rules. TANF in North Carolina is called Work First. NC spends just 5 percent of its
TANF funds on basic cash assistance, compared to 23 percent nationally.

About two-thirds of states have also expanded TANF eligibility to pregnant
women without minor children from the beginning of pregnancy, but NC has not
yet taken this step to support healthy pregnancies and transitions to
motherhood.   

Recommendation: State policymakers should make pregnant women eligible 

Finally, NC’s administration of TANF is failing to ensure that families that have
survived domestic violence are accessing the program waivers to which they are
entitled. In both 2022 and 2023, zero TANF families received a Domestic Violence
Exemption in North Carolina.

 Recommendation: State policymakers should update family violence policies
and create a new verification form for the Domestic Violence Exemption

North Carolina’s TANF program has strict work requirements that can be difficult
to meet, despite a parent’s best efforts to comply. Right now, the state takes
away the entire family’s TANF benefit if a parent fails to meet requirements. At
least 10 states and Washington, DC, have eliminated these "full family
sanctions,” protecting a portion of benefits for children when their parent is
unable to meet program requirements.

Protect vulnerable children from harmful sanctions

 Recommendation: State policymakers should reform “fully family sanctions” so
that 75 percent of the TANF grant is designated for children in the household
and cannot be taken away, leaving 25 percent tied to adult compliance

For citations and references go to NCBudget.org/TANFchild


