TANf isn’t always used for what it’s meant for, exacerbating inequalities. 
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Due to its devolutionary design, TANF transformed federal cash assistance funding from “a specific funding source for cash assistance” into “a broad funding stream for various programs supporting low-income families.”144 States, all but one of which are prohibited by their own constitutions to run deficits, face significant annual budget pressures.145 In addition to those self-imposed constitutional constraints, some states have been sued to allocate additional resources to other areas, including child welfare.146 As a result, the TANF block grant has become a tempting source of general revenue for states.147 The transfer of the TANF block grant to fund foster care services is particularly prevalent: TANF “makes up about 19 percent of federal spending on child welfare services.”148 This national rate of moving nearly one in five federal dollars of TANF funding to foster services masks even greater transfers in individual states: Texas reportedly “devot[es] more than half the state’s TANF and MOE spending to child welfare” and Michigan uses “close to 40 percent” of its TANF grant to fund foster services.149 According to a Government Accountability Office (GAO) Report, thirty-one states reported spending TANF funds on child welfare services in 2011.150 States are also under increasing pressure to pay for health care services despite drops inrevenue.151 For these reasons, less than 30% of the TANF block grant is actually spent on cash assistance.152 Like the 1996 funding formula of the block grant and the 2011 elimination of supplemental grants, the discretion afforded states to reappropriate TANF funds to meet other funding needs exacerbates inequalities in state spending and policies. As a result, TANF recipients “experience extraordinarily different programs in different states.”153
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