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Abstract 
 

Although much was written about the passage of national welfare reform in the mid-1990s, 
few scholars are engaged in understanding the implementation of national law currently.  
Although the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program is technically a block 
grant, federal directives call for detailed accountability of program participants’ activities.  
However, state authority enables alternative regimes to be developed.  This report 
summarizes how one state reacted to this change, using authority from the block grant 
structure. Through interviews with state and county administrators, we document how local 
program operators resisted paternalistic federal rulemaking to implement an alternative 
regime focused on positive outcomes for program participants.  
 

 
 
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act in 1996 (PRWORA) fundamentally 
changed the program of cash assistance to needy families in the United States. In 1996, the PRWORA 
ended the entitlement to cash welfare by replacing the 60-year-old Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) program with the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant. Cash welfare 
benefits became time-limited and conditional on work activity, and program participants faced 
sanctions (or benefit reductions) for failing to comply with activities requirements.1,2,3,4 
 
With its emphasis on work activity and temporary assistance, the PRWORA institutionalized an 
approach to poverty relief that emphasized the personal responsibility of program participants over 
the obligation of the government to support families in need. Moreover, the core ideas contained 
within the PRWORA – personal responsibility, work activity, and temporary assistance – became 
stronger when the policy was reauthorized in 2005.  Although the structure of the TANF block grant 
devolved considerable authority to the state level, the federal law also contained requirements that 
states adhere to this orientation in many of their programming decisions.  
 
Yet some states used the discretion afforded to them through the block grant structure of the program 
to challenge the federal government’s orientation toward personal responsibility, work activity, and 
temporary relief. Minnesota provides one such example. By developing new performance measures 
that emphasized positive outcomes for program participants, providing incentives for local 
governments to adhere to these measures, and developing state infrastructure to support the 

                                                 
1 Cancian, Maria, Robert Haveman, Thomas Kaplan, and Barbara Wolfe. "Post-exit earnings and benefit receipt among those 

who left AFDC in Wisconsin." Institute for Research on Poverty Special Report 75 (1999). 
2 Cherlin, Andrew J, Karen Bogen, James M Quane, and Linda Burton. 2002. “Operating within the Rules: Welfare Recipients 

’ Experiences with Sanctions and Case Closings.” Social Service Review 76 (3): 387–405. 
3 Gooden, Susan Tinsley. 2004. “Examining the Implementation of Welfare Reform by Race: Do Blacks, Hispanics and Whites 

Report Similar Experiences with Welfare Agencies?” The Review of Black Political Economy 32 (2): 27–53 
4 Posner, Paul L, and Margaret T Wrightson. 1996. “Block Grants: A Perennial, but Unstable, Tool of Government.” Publius 

26 (3). Center for the Study of Federalism: 87–108. 
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measurement system, Minnesota encouraged a focus on participant self-sufficiency and wellbeing. The 
following pages tell the story of Minnesota’s response to welfare reform, against the backdrop of 
welfare reform nationwide.   
 
 

National Accountability Standards in TANF 
 
The federal government’s orientation towards welfare reform was embodied in the title of the 
legislation itself: the “Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act.” The policy 
highlighted work as the solution to poverty and viewed the program participant rather than the federal 
government as ultimately responsible for ensuring a move out of poverty. At the time of the 
PRWORA’s passage, this was a significant departure from a basic entitlement to income support that 
existed under Aid to Families with Dependent Children program.5 (See Appendix One).  
 
Typically, block grants provide broad-based assistance to states,6 but in this instance, there were a 
number of requirements that reinforced the federal government’s orientation toward personal 
responsibility and work activity. For example, states were required to compel those receiving cash 
assistance to pursue work-related activities or receive sanctions (a benefit reduction) as a result.  
States that did not were required to increase their state financial investment to receive their block 
grant allocation. In addition, federal support for cash assistance was capped at 60 months. States 
wishing to provide support beyond that time period were required to use their own funds to do so.  
 
Over time, the emphasis on participating in and 
documenting work activity grew stronger. The TANF 
reauthorization bill, passed in 2005 after having been 
delayed four years due to political concerns, 
strengthened federal oversight.7,8  Although a block 
grant, states were required to track and report 
program participants’ involvement in activities.  
While descripted as “work participation,” the 
operational definitions ironically focus on 
documenting process.  The law distinguished between “core” and “non-core” activities. “Core” 
activities include on-the-job training, work experience, or employment (subsidized or unsubsidized) for 
30 hours per week.9  While program participants may engage in activities proven to lead to longer-
term economic success, such as education, rehabilitation services, or high school completion, these are 

                                                 
5 Brodkin, Evelyn Z., and Gregory Marston, eds. Work and the welfare state: street-level organizations and workfare politics. 

Georgetown University Press, 2013. 
6 Beam, David R, and Timothy Conlan. 2002. “Grants.” In The Tools of Government:  A Guide to the New Governance, edited 

by Lester Salamon, 340–80. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
7 Allard, S. W. 2007. “The Changing Face of Welfare during the Bush Administration.” Publius: The Journal of Federalism 37 

(3): 304–32;  
8 GAO. 2010. "Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: Implications of Recent Legislative and Economic Changes for State 

Programs and Work Participation Rates." Washington D.C. 
9 This is the requirement for one-parent families.  Two-parent families have a higher level of mandatory activities per week. 

Types of TANF Activities 
 

Core Activities Non-Core Activities 
On-the-job training Education 
Work experience Rehabilitation services 
Employment 30+ 

hrs/wk 
High school completion 
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“non-core” with explicit disincentives for states to encourage such endeavors.  Other services that 
some participants need to support their job search and maintain employment, such as mental health 
treatment or chemical dependency, do not qualify as tracked activities.  Most significantly, full-time 
employment or even earnings that put people above the program-eligibility level are not tracked as 
outcomes. 
 
Moreover, the measurement system is technically complex and requires considerable state resources 
to implement. Local governments and nonprofit employment services providers must track program 
participants’ weekly activity.  States must institutionalize verification processes to document 
adherence to the standards throughout their jurisdictions.  Based on what is reported, the federal 
government establishes a “work participation rate (WPR),” for each state according to their 
investments of state funds and caseload characteristics and those not meeting the work participation 
rate set for them must pay financial penalties.10,11,12   
 
Ironically, such performance measures 
communicate to states that process 
indicators are more significant than 
outcomes such as increased wages, 
education for better jobs, or higher 
incomes. They also fly in the face of a well-
established body of economic literature13,14 
and rigorous program evaluations of 
welfare-to-work programs.15  The 
institutional arrangements in the national TANF performance measure direct state and local service 
agencies to document how program participants spend their time rather than documenting outcomes.  
 
In response to this orientation in cash assistance, some states leveraged their own autonomy to 
implement block grants through independent strategies directives.16,17  Some created administrative 
practices to change which of their participants are “counted” in their work participation rate. Others 
developed unpaid work programs or instituted more earned-income disregards to keep employed 
families on the program, thereby increasing the numerator in the calculation and assuring they would 

                                                 
10 Starting in 2008, states were penalized 5% in their block grant funding if they did not have at least 50% of their single 

parents and 90% of their two-parent families enrolled in TANF completing core activities. 
11 Falk, Gene. 2012. “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families ( TANF ): Welfare-to-Work Revisited.” Washington D.C. 

DigitalCommons@ILR. 
12 CBO, 2015 
13 Autor, David H, and Susan N Houseman. 2010. “Do Temporary-Help Jobs Improve Labor Market Outcomes for Low-Skilled 

Workers? Evidence from Work First.” American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 2 (July): 96–128. 
14 Herbst, Chris M. 2008. “Do Social Policy Reforms Have Different Impacts on Employment and Welfare Use as Economic 

Conditions Change ?” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 27 (4): 867–94.. 
15 Hamilton, Gayle. 2002. “Moving People from Welfare to Work: Lessons from the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work 

Strategies.” New York, NY. 
16 Hahn, Heather, and Pamela Loprest. 2011. “Improving State TANF Performance Measures.” Washington D.C. 
17 Schott, Liz, and LaDonna Pavetti. "Changes in TANF Work Requirements Could Make Them More Effective in Promoting 

Employment." Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2013). 

When reflecting upon the development of the work 
participation performance regime in 2007, political 
scientist Scott Allard (2007) wrote, “…these shifts in 
welfare policy under the George W. Bush 
Administration will transform the playing field on 
which state and local government will formulate 
welfare programs in the coming years” (p. 305). 
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meet the federal requirements. Still others, such as Minnesota, built upon a historical legacy of 
program innovation. 
 
 

Minnesota’s Response to Federal Changes 
 
Minnesota was one of the many states that operated their cash assistance program under a waiver of 
federal rules prior to the passage of welfare reform in 1996.  The state's Minnesota Family Investment 
Program (MFIP) was piloted in seven counties and offered various investments in low-income families:  
wage supplements, expansive work supports, and extensive employment services.  The model, which 
was evaluated by MDRC in a randomized control trial, increased employment and earnings among 
long-term welfare recipients, increased 
household incomes, reduced poverty, and had 
a number of positive benefits for children.18  
As such, it was one of a small number of 
waiver interventions in the nation to positively 
improve program participants’ economic 
conditions.19,20 
 
The original waiver granted in 1994 did not 
expire until the middle of 2002. This allowed 
the state to retain its own authority as it 
implemented MFIP throughout the state in the 
late 1990s.   
 
The 2001 legislature requested the Minnesota Department of Human Services (MN DHS) create 
appropriate measures to assess program performance.  The final report emerging from the process 
reflected the core idea shared by various interests:  the program should deliver “financial incentives 
and work requirements to assist the most work-ready participants into employment;” it should 
“provide intensive case management to participants with multiple employment barriers so that they 
are able to make process toward self-sufficiency;” and it should offer “basic life support to participants 
who have reached the 60-month time limit…for reasons other than work.”21 (MN DHS, January 2003).   
 
To meet these principles and allow the state to assess its program performance over the long-term, 
the group recommended creating a “Self-Support Index (S-SI)” for county governments.  The measure 

                                                 
18 Knox, Virginia, Cynthia Miller, and Lisa Gennetian. 2000. "Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work: A Summary of the 

Final Report on the Minnesota Family Investment Program." New York, NY. 
http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/print_3.pdf. 

19 Hage, Dave. 2004. Reforming Welfare by Rewarding Work: One State’s Successful Experiment. Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press. 

20 Michalopoulos, Charles. 2005. “Does Making Work Pay Still Pay? An Update on the Effects of Four Earnings Supplement 
Programs on Employment, Earnings, and Income.” Mdrc. New York, NY. 

21 Minnesota Department of Human Services. 2003. “Report to the Minnesota Legislature: Proposal for a County 
Performance Measurement System for the Minnesota Family Investment Program.”  

Final Report of Randomized 
Control Trial 
 
“The Minnesota Family Investment Program 
(MFIP) represents a new vision of welfare as a 
system that can simultaneously encourage 
work, reduce dependence on public assistance, 
and reduce poverty.  It attempts to break loose 
from the historical tradeoffs among these 
goals.” (Knox et al., 2000: 1) 
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would reflect how many recipients no longer receive cash assistance, or if still receiving assistance, are 
working at least 30 hours a week one year, two years, or three years after entering the program.22  The 
measure was longitudinal in nature, focused on desirable outcome of employment.  The working group 
also recommended that a portion of the state’s TANF block grant be set aside for bonuses based on 
achievements of the desired SS-I range.   
 
In April 2003, Minnesota began reporting the Self-Support Index measure for each county.  Minnesota 
is a county-administered social welfare system; while the state government sets policy directives—
such as establishing performance indicators—considerable administrative discretion resides with the 
76 county human service departments or consortium.  There are also 41 tribal and nonprofit 
employment service providers that contract directly with the counties in implementing the MFIP 
program.   In an evaluation note put out by the state agency, the administrators clearly saw the Self-
Support Index as both means for supervising administration of the TANF program by the counties and 
for supporting “…the challenging task of assessing the relative effectiveness of the varied county 
efforts to move recipients along the path to self-sufficiency.”23 Because of the variation in local 
conditions, the measures are calculated through a regression equation that controls for factors—such 
as the county economic conditions—that could not be influenced by the service organizations. 
 
Unlike the work participation standards, though, Minnesota’s Self-Support Index recognized exiting the 
program and employment as the desired outcome for each person receiving cash assistance.  A 
comparison between the two performance measures is instructive.  
 
  

                                                 
22 It provides data on one year, two or three-year performance each quarter.  Minnesota has thirteen years of quarterly 

data on this measure and reports it by race and ethnicity, as well as by county. 
23 Minnesota Department of Human Services. 2009. “Leveling the Playing Field: A Regression Model for Comparing the 

Effectiveness of TANF Employment Services across Minnesota Counties and Tribal Programs.” Evaluation Notes, Issue 
19. 
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Table 1: Comparison between federal performance standard and Minnesota’s state 
indicator 

 Work Performance Rate (WPR) -
federal 

Self-Support Index (S-SI)- 
state 

Summary of policy 
intent 

Cash Assistance with specific 
employment activity requirement  

Cash Assistance with expectation of 
fulltime work and/or permanent exit from 
cash assistance upon completion 

Policy and  
Program Sources 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Act 1996;  
Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) 2005;  
American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of 2009 

2014 Legislature amended Minn. Stat.;  
256J.626, subd.7, Minnesota Department 
of Human Services  

Type of Measure Process Measure of specific 
participant activities 

Longitudinal County-Based Outcome 
Measure 

Target Group Unemployed and underemployed 
families with at least one child 
receiving TANF. 

MFIP (Minnesota TANF) families 

 Work Performance Rate (WPR) -
federal 

Self-Support Index (S-SI)- 
state 

Target 
Activity/Outcome 

Explicit Work Participation activities, 
implied caseload reduction and 
increased state spending 

Self-sufficiency through full-time work or 
other sources of income outside of TANF 

Metric Goal 50% of single families completing 
30hrs/wk per month and; 
90% of two-parent families completing 
40-55hrs/wk per month; 
Contingencies incentivize case 
reduction and state spending.   

Dependent on individual counties' 
employment market. 

Consequences Penalty of up to 5% of Federal TANF 
funding.  

5% incentive bonus for meeting S-SI 

Qualifiers  
for success 

TANF cases which meet the monthly 
work participation documentation 
requirements 

Individual adults who were on MFIP during 
same quarter 1, 2, and 3 years prior, to 
determine whether they are working 30 or 
more hours per week or no longer 
receiving a cash payment 

Calculation Average of Monthly WPR (Monthly 
WPR is number of qualifying families 
that meet the metric goal divided by 
total number of qualifying families).  

Annual, biennial, and triennial measure of 
adults who gained full-time work or left 
cash assistance program divided by total 
adults on cash assistance at baseline. 
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Administrative 
Burden 

Requires participants to maintain logs 
of activities and documentation of 
reliability for activities, increases 
paperwork for counselors and financial 
workers, constrains employment 
service practices to fit allowable 
activities.   

Does not require participants to track and 
submit hours, does not require additional 
paperwork for frontline workers. 

 
As Table 1 summarizes, there are distinct incentives built into the administrative details in each 
performance measure.  By mandating that states track program participants activities, the federal 
government imposes a paternalistic process approach not connected to assessing outcomes.  By 
setting uniform metric goals, the federal government is not acknowledging the critical relationship 
between work and local labor-market conditions.  By defining success as progress toward an arbitrary 
measure, the federal government is directly program implementers to process paper rather than work 
with program participants.  By imposing administrative burden on families, the federal government is 
assuring that people focus their attention on compliance rather than on being successful in 
economically supporting their families.  
 
In an interview during our extensive field research, one senior manager explained the tension: 
“…because we get the federal funding, we still have responsibility to the federal government to meet 
the minimum standards of TANF.  But it was always developed to give states more flexibility under the 
block grant.  Let’s be innovative where we can.  I would like us to bend the rules as much as we can.  
And the counties and employment service programs want us to do that.”  
 
Minnesota administrators recognized the flexibility they could leverage because of the federal block 
grant.  But to be innovative, they needed to think strategically and systematically.  The legislature 
created financial incentives to help local governments prioritize the state performance measure.  
Beginning in 2006, counties automatically received all but 5% of their TANF block grant allocation, 
which was provided only if a county exceeded the work participation standard or the expected range 
of the self-support index.  A decade later, they provided that incentive to the local governments being 
successful in delivering at their expected range for SSI or above 
 
State leaders also documented the administrative costs of monitoring client activities in terms of 
frontline staff time to implement the federal standard.  To support activities that were consistent with 
the state performance goals, they needed to develop alternative implementation resources.  First, they 
developed an employability assessment tool and sponsored training in it for frontline staff throughout 
the state.  State staff saw the assessment process as a way to enable frontline staff to engage program 
participants rather than merely having frontline interactions focus upon securing paperwork consistent 
with the federal mandate.  As the developer and trainer explained, “We needed some tools that could 
be done systematically over time that would increase capacity of the system to interact positively in 
clients’ lives.”  Information from the assessment was embedded in the statewide administrative 
database.  As a result, it was accessible to caseworkers and used by them to develop employment 
plans for each client.   
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Second, to support this type of frontline process, the state also invested funds in motivational 
interviewing, a technique developed by clinical psychologists to support goal-oriented change.  They 
consistently did training for local agencies in using the measure, including supporting the development 
of a short, instructional video.   
 
Finally, the state began issuing bi-annual reports about county performance in relation to the state SS-
I.  This communication required some real investments because of limitations in administrative 
information systems; to calculate the desired self-support measures, research staff needed to pull data 
from two distinct state databases and calculate rates 
for quarterly cohorts.  Because counties routinely 
reported struggling to interpret these reports, state 
staff developed customized reports for service 
agencies.  While the self-support index more 
accurately reflects Minnesota’s desired outcomes 
than the TANF work participation standard, its 
calculation is difficult to explain or use for 
nontechnical audiences. 
 
These strategies to support the implementation of the 
state performance measure were further bolstered by 
the development of a statewide Human Service 
Performance Management System in 2013.  Focusing on systematically collecting metrics on 
performance information across state-funded programs, the key indicator used to reflect family 
economic security is the SS-I in the dashboard.  Now, counties not meeting the expected range of 
performance on the measure are required to develop a performance improvement plan with concrete 
operational activities to improve their indicator.   
 

Conclusion 
This research report documents one state’s efforts to seize their authority for implementing social 
programs in the response to the federal government’s imposition of accountability measures.  While 
others note the tension between state and federal authority in fields such as education,24 it is 
important to recognize the important latitude states have in social welfare policy implementation.  
Minnesota examined the incentives baked into the federal performance regime and challenged its 
appropriateness, choosing instead to implement an administrative approach focused upon their 
desired outcome of self-sufficiency.25  This effort was coordinated between the legislature, state 
authorizing organization, county governments, and local nonprofit service providers.  It took 

                                                 
24 Vergari, Sandra (2007). "Federalism and Market-Based Education Policy:  The Supplemental Education Services Mandate," 

American Journal of Education 113(2). 
25 Sandfort, Jodi, Catherine McKay, and Sook Jin Ong, "Performance Management Regimes in Practice:  Examining the local 

agencies implementing Temporary Assistance for Needy Families," forthcoming American Review of Public 
Administration.   

The Self-Support Index video as an effort to improve 
understanding of this measure. Click to access URL: 
http://futureservicesinstitute.umn.edu/selfsupport-index/ 

http://futureservicesinstitute.umn.edu/selfsupport-index/
http://futureservicesinstitute.umn.edu/selfsupport-index/
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considerable leadership and administrative investment in implementation resources. However, it is an 
important example of how each level of government has responsibility for helping to ensure the well-
being of its citizenry is ensured in the face of inconsistent directives from other government entities.     
 
 
Research Methodology 
 
The research reported here grew out of a two-year partnership between the state human services 
department and the Future Services Institute.  In that regard, research staff interacted regularly with 
state administrative staff and benefited from open access to emerging management strategies that we 
recorded in field notes. We conducted 15 semi-structured interviews with public managers involved in 
either the policy field or authorizing organization (Minnesota Department of Human Services) and drew 
upon the transcripts in this analysis.  In the course of the partnership, we also freely shared ideas with 
state staff, conducted joint research projects; led activities focused on program improvement, and made 
joint public presentations and trainings.  This type of engagement demands more of the research team 
but significantly increases the validity of data collection and interpretation. We also conducted 
interviews, document analysis, and site visits in twelve counties selected to be representative of the 
state’s variety of regions, caseload sizes, and performance on the various performance indicators in use 
(data was gathered from a total of 27 local service organizations and 136 managers and frontline staff).   
For more information about this larger study, please see: 
 
Sandfort, Jodi, Catherine McKay, and Sook Jin Ong, "Performance Management Regimes in 
Practice:  Examining the local agencies implementing Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families," forthcoming American Review of Public Administration.   
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Appendix One:  Trends in TANF Block Grant 
Implementation across states 
 
Despite Minnesota’s push to support families, trends in TANF implementation nationwide reveal that 
the policy itself has struggled to leave families better off. A number of trends merit attention:   
 

1. Scope & value of public investments:  In 2013, the federal government spent $17 billion on 
TANF, the lowest inflation-adjusted amount since the programs’ origins.26  The block grant loses 
absolute value annually and now is worth 32.5% less than when it was passed in 1997.27  While 
state revenue may supplement the national funding, there is significant variation in the degree 
to which they do so, with the lowest investment coming from Southern and Midwestern states. 

 
2. Support for poor families:  The maximum benefit amount has not been adjusted for twenty 

years.28   
 

3. Use of federal funds:  Federal law also allows states to use the block grant for a range of 
program activities that either ameliorate or address presumed causes of child poverty. As a 
result, the funding for cash assistance going directly to families has decreased significantly over 
time.29  The best estimates suggest that states now distribute less than 30% of their TANF block 
grant and state funds as cash to families.30,31 
 

4. Public accountability for majority of funds:  Until the last two years of the Obama 
Administration, the federal government gathered little information about how states use the 
majority of the TANF block grant funds.  States are allowed to fund programs that try to affect 
family structure (such as preventing out-of-wedlock pregnancies and encouraging formation of 
two-parent families), offer emergency food or clothing, or deliver supportive services for 
abused or neglected children.32  They also may invest in "work support" efforts such as 
childcare, work preparation programs, and refundable tax credits.  However, there is wide 

                                                 
26 Congressional Budget Office (CBO), 2015, “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: Spending and Policy Options.” 
Washington D.C.  
27 Falk, Gene. 2016. “The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant: Responses to Frequently Asked 

Questions." 
28 Huber, Erika, E. Cohen, A. Briggs, and D. Kassabian. "Welfare Rules Databook: State TANF Policies as of July 2014, OPRE 

Report 2015–81." Washington, DC (2015). 
29 Between 1994 and 2013, the number of families receiving cash assistance fell by nearly 70% (Congressional Budget 

Office, 2015). 
30 Falk, Gene. 2012. “Temporary Assistance for Needy Families ( TANF ): Welfare-to-Work Revisited.” Washington D.C. 

DigitalCommons@ILR. 
31 CBO, 2015 
32 Allard, Scott. 2009. Out of Place: Poverty, Place, and the New American Welfare State. New Haven: Yale University Press 
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variation among the states in these investment decisions and not much transparency in either 
the activities or their results.33,34   
 

5. Public accountability required by poor families:  As the rest of this paper explains, there is 
significant oversight being attempted by the federal government.  Since reauthorization of the 
Block Grant in 2005, states are required to diligently track and annually report the types of 
activities that program participants engage in while receiving minimal cash support.   

 

                                                 
33 Hahn, Heather, Olivia Golden, and Alexandra Stanczyk. 2012. “State Approaches to the TANF Block Grant: Welfare Is Not 

What You Think It Is.” Washington, D.C. 
34 CBO, 2015. 
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