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Summary 

CalWORKs—cash assistance and welfare-to-work services for low-income families—is an important part of 
California’s social safety net. A core goal of the program is basic financial support for low-income families 
with children. The second main goal is to increase parents’ ability to earn their way off CalWORKs (while 
likely still making use of other safety programs such as Medi-Cal, CalFresh, and federal and state tax credits 
for working families). To help realize these goals, the program includes both work incentives and penalties 
for parents. At the same time, California’s distinctive interpretation of these goals means that, regardless of 
the parents’ engagement with the self-sufficiency goal, children remain eligible for benefits.  

Spurred by state budget constraints, substantial changes to the program have occurred over the past three 
years. In addition, Governor Brown proposed a major restructuring of the program in January. Today, 
policymakers face important questions about the income support, work incentives, and work services that 
are integral to CalWORKs.   

Establishing a framework for a more detailed understanding of families on CalWORKs can provide 
important, informative background. To that end, this report characterizes typical CalWORKs families, their 
income sources, parents’ hours of work, and the length of time they receive CalWORKs. (We have relied 
mainly on 2009 data regarding a random sample of CalWORKs families collected by counties and reported 
to the federal government.) 

We find that: 

 Families on CalWORKs are clearly disadvantaged – they have low incomes and low educational 
attainment – and they rely heavily on their CalWORKs grant as a source of income. 

 Many families rely on CalWORKs for short periods. Close to half of families currently on CalWORKs 
have relied on the program for two years or less.  

 Fewer families use CalWORKs for much longer periods: About 18 percent of CalWORKs families 
have received assistance for more than six years. Stays appear to be longer for families with greater 
disadvantage—for instance, the parents lack a high school degree. 

 CalWORKs families currently targeted by welfare-to-work services have higher earnings than other 
groups of parents, but relatively few have part or full time jobs in unsubsidized employment. 

Taken together, these findings indicate that a stint on CalWORKs is comparatively transitory for many, 
although not all families. Policymakers could consider additional means of advancing child well-being and 
family self-sufficiency for those with long records of CalWORKs assistance. In addition, welfare-to-work 
services may be assisting parents to gain a toehold in the labor force, despite the fact that full-time 
employment remains a lofty goal for most current CalWORKs parents. Policy changes that decrease the 
share of parents required to work (and therefore provided with welfare-to-work services) may make the goal 
of working ones way off CalWORKs less attainable.  
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Introduction 

The CalWORKs program is a critical piece of California’s social safety net.1 And though many poor children 
in California do not receive CalWORKs assistance at a given point in time, the program’s principal goal is to 
provide a measure of income security for low-income families with children.2 Additionally, a second key aim 
of CalWORKs is to increase parents’ earning power and thus help them gain independence from welfare. To 
further that purpose, many parents who receive assistance must either work or engage in a specified set of 
activities intended to lead to employment. Such parents receive “welfare-to-work” services to help them find 
and keep jobs; they also face the possibility of losing the adult portion of the family’s grant if they do not 
comply with the program’s work requirements or receive assistance for too many years.  

In the past three budget years, policymakers have exempted parents of young children from the program’s 
work requirements, shortened the length of time that parents are eligible for grants and work services, and 
cut grants to all families. These changes substantially modified earlier policy. In January Governor Brown 
proposed to shift the program’s work focus by concentrating welfare-to-work services on families in the first 
two years of assistance. Parents who have received CalWORKs assistance for two to four years would retain 
eligibility for welfare-to-work services and their portion of the family’s grant only if they were working a 
substantial number of hours in unsubsidized employment (essentially a regular job). If implemented, these 
changes would substantially rework current policy. 

The recent changes have resulted in budget savings because they limit work services and lower grants to families, 
and the governor’s proposed changes would continue that trend.3 But competing policy themes have also emerged 
out of these actions. They include: For whom is work an important goal? Parents with older children? Or those 
in their initial months of assistance? And in what ways, and to what extent, should income support for children 
be tied to parents’ compliance with work requirements? The expectation that it will take years to recover the jobs 
lost in the state during and after the Great Recession makes these questions even more fraught.   

To provide a context for discussing these and related issues, this report presents a snapshot of CalWORKs 
families in 2008–09, relying primarily on data collected by counties about a randomly sampled group of 
CalWORKs families. Because this period was one in which the statewide unemployment rate never dipped 
below 10 percent, we also present some comparisons to the same span of months in 2006–07, when the 
unemployment rate averaged 5.4 percent.4 

We begin by broadly describing changes to CalWORKs grant amounts and work services over the past decade. 
In the sections that follow, we focus in on CalWORKs family characteristics, sources of income, and prevalence 
of employment. Finally, we assess the length of time that families typically remain on CalWORKs. 

                                                           
 
1 Officially rolled out in 1998, California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) is California’s Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) program. 
2 Measuring a family’s income in relationship to the federal poverty line is only an approximate rendering of the actual, more complex income 
and assets criteria of the program.  
3 The picture of trends in the safety net as a whole is more complex. In terms of overall government spending in the U.S., funds have grown. 
However, a larger share is made up of health insurance than previously, and funds have shifted toward serving the low-income working poor 
and the disabled and away from the non-disabled and those in deep poverty (Ben-Shalom, Moffitt, and Scholz, 2011.) 
4 These data are known as the TANF Data Reports and are reported to the federal government as one of the state’s obligations to qualify for $3.7 
billion in federal funding that supports CalWORKs and related programs. The data presented represent averages for federal fiscal years 2007 and 
2009 (e.g., October 2008 to September 2009). Data for 2009 were the most recent publicly available when preparing this report. We describe these 
data in more detail in Technical Appendix A, and they can be obtained for every state from http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  
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CalWORKs Income Support  
and Work Services 

During the past decade the income support that CalWORKs provides has been steadily declining. Figure 1 
shows that the average CalWORKs family grant dropped from $625 in 2001to $460 in 2011, after adjusting 
for inflation. This differs from several other large, means-tested income-support programs, which have seen 
automatic adjustments for inflation and grant increases in the past decade.5  

FIGURE 1 
Over the past decade, CalWORKs grants to families fell 

 
SOURCE: California Department of Social Services, Public Assistance Facts and Figures. Available at 
www.cdss.ca.gov/research/PG370.htm.  

NOTES: Amounts shown are average case grants for all CalWORKs families in July of each year. Inflation adjustment to 
2011 equivalents calculated using the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ CPI inflation calculator.  

Why have CalWORKs grant amounts shrunk? Until 2010, maximum grant amounts were largely 
unchanging, before adjusting for inflation. This indicates that shrinking family size or increasing earnings 
probably are not major contributors to lower grants. Rather, grant amounts have simply not kept pace with 
inflation. 6 Also, policymakers did cut grants in 2010 and again in 2011.  

The fact that families on CalWORKs did not have higher earnings as the decade advanced is not necessarily 
surprising: Families on CalWORKs are presumably at or near a low point in their earnings and leave the 
program when their earnings improve. The macroeconomic situation in the state also became quite bleak 
starting in late 2007. 

                                                           
 
5 The federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the largely federally funded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) amounts 
generally see automatic inflation adjustments each year. The 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act also increased maximum SNAP and 
EITC amounts. In contrast, CalWORKs grant amounts are set by state law, and the state receives a capped amount from the federal government 
to cover a portion of the costs of the program. The basic TANF block grant has not grown since 1997.  
6 California had a cost of living adjustment for CalWORKs in law, but it was suspended for most years in the past decade, and this provision was 
repealed in 2010. The pattern in California of grants not keeping pace with inflation is similar in other states. 
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While smaller family size is not a major factor in the shrinking grants over the entire decade, there is a 
longer-term trend in California of restricting eligibility for parents while continuing to aid children. 
Although it has always been the case that CalWORKs—and before 1998 its predecessor program, Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)—has aimed to serve families with children, adults now make up 
a smaller percentage of the caseload than in earlier years. For example, in 1995 68 percent of California 
AFDC recipients were children; in 2011 77 percent of CalWORKs recipients were children.  

This change is mainly due to the more stringent eligibility requirements for parents enrolled in CalWORKs 
as compared to AFDC, changes aimed at advancing the enhanced self-sufficiency goals of CalWORKs. 
Generally speaking, CalWORKs parents who meet other eligibility criteria must also work, or participate in 
an approved set of activities intended to lead to private employment, in order to remain eligible for 
CalWORKs. Further, they cannot receive more than 48 months of grant assistance over their adult lifetimes 
(unless they are approved for an exemption from work requirements). In 1995, under AFDC, there was no 
time limit for parents, and work requirements were also less stringent.  

Families differ in their degree of connection to the welfare-to-work-services portion of CalWORKs and 
grants. These distinctions stem from policy decisions about which groups of parents are required to work. 
They also reflect California’s policy that children remain eligible for CalWORKs grants even if their parents 
are not. Throughout this report, we rely on the following groups to describe parents’ relation to CalWORKs. 

 Current Access: Parents who are required to work. They currently have full access to welfare to 
work services and receive aid as part of the CalWORKs grant. (The governor’s proposal would 
further divide this group’s access to welfare-to-work services by number of aided months).7   

 On Hold: Parents who have their access to welfare-to-work services put on hold. (Under current 
policy, while services are on hold months are not counted towards the 48 month time limit.) These 
parents fall into two categories:  

• Temporarily exempted. Exempted parents are not required to work and generally do not 
qualify for welfare-to-work services. However, they are still included in the CalWORKs grant. 
Exempted parents become required to work if their exemption status changes (for example, 
when their children become old enough).8  

• Sanctioned parents. Parents who do not comply with work requirements and lack a good cause 
reason. They are ineligible for welfare-to-work services and the family’s payment is lower 
because they are not part of the CalWORKs grant. If they take appropriate action to comply with 
work requirements, they regain access both to their portion of the family’s grant and to welfare-
to-work services. 

 Former Access: Parents who have reached their time limit (currently 48 months). They generally no 
longer have access to welfare-to-work services and are not part of the CalWORKs grant.9 

 Never Eligible: Parents who are never eligible for the CalWORKs grant or welfare-to-work services. 
These families include those with unauthorized immigrant parent(s), a parent receiving SSI, a non-
needy caregiver (parent not in the family) as well as a few other, uncommon reasons.10 

                                                           
 
7 Counties have the option of providing services to other parents. There is a county (and state) incentive to do so: Federal law includes sanctioned 
and time-limited parents (as long as aid continues to their children) in the category of those required to work. Exempted parents can also 
volunteer to be in welfare-to-work services. However, county budgets for all of these activities have been strained. For example, the California 
Department of Social Services CA 237 and WTW 25 reports for 2011 indicate that about 12 percent of time-limited parents received work services. 
8 Although exemptions are reevaluated periodically, some exemptions are effectively permanent. For example, a parent with primary care of a 
disabled child is exempted as long as the parent remains the primary caregiver. 
9 A time limited parent can become eligible at any point for an extension to the time limit (for example, if she experiences domestic abuse).  
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Given the policy changes over the last three years, how has access to CalWORKs changed?  

 Current Access. Two recent policy changes reduced the share of these parents from 38 percent to 25 
percent, according to our estimates.11 Of this 25 percent, the majority are in the first two years of 
their CalWORKs time limit (17% of all CalWORKs families). The rest (8% of all CalWORKs families) 
are in the second two years of their CalWORKs time limit.  

 On Hold: Temporarily exempted. We estimate that the number of families with exempt adults 
doubled from 11 percent to 22 percent as a result of the state enabling counties to exempt parents 
with one child under two years of age and two children under six years of age. (Unchanging 
exemptions include having an infant under 12 months and caring for a disabled family member in 
the home.) 

 On Hold: Sanctioned. Roughly 6 percent of CalWORKs families have parents who are sanctioned 
because they have not complied with program work requirements.12  

 Former Access. We calculate that the number of time-limited families grew from 8 percent to 11 
percent of the caseload as a result of the shortening of the time limit from 60 to 48 months, starting in 
July 2011. 

 Never Eligible. About a third (35%) of families have parents or caregivers who have never been 
eligible for a CalWORKs grant or welfare-to-work services. The three most common reasons for this 
are that the parent is an unauthorized immigrant (21% of all CalWORKs families), that a child is 
living with a non-needy caregiver (7% of all CalWORKs families), or that the parent is an SSI 
recipient (6% of all CalWORKs families).  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
 
10 Families with no aided parents are often termed “child-only” CalWORKs recipients. We do not use that terminology in this report only to 
avoid ambiguity about parents’ potential access to welfare-to-work services. 
11 In this and the following bullets, estimates are author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml. 
12 We estimate that the share of families with sanctioned parents dropped from 8 percent to 6 percent after the recent, temporary expansions of 
exemptions to families with young children because sanctioned parents newly eligible for an exemption were converted to exempt status. See 
California Department of Social Services (2009) for more information about this aspect of the policy change.  
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Who Makes Use of CalWORKs? 

Only families with children are eligible for CalWORKs. Most commonly, CalWORKs families have one 
parent and one child. Overall (and whether or not the parent was aided), 74 percent of CalWORKs families 
had one adult (nearly always a parent), and 41 percent had one child (Table 1). But enough families had two 
or more children that the average number of children in CalWORKs families was just over two.13 In 
California as a whole, the average size of families with children under 18 in the household was larger—just 
under five—but this is because they more often include two adults. The average number of children in all 
California families was also just over two.14 

While CalWORKs families do not differ substantially from all California families in the number of children 
in the family, they do have characteristics associated with lower levels of work: young children, low 
educational attainment, and disability. Data limitations do not permit a more in-depth examination of 
employment difficulties CalWORKs families may face.15  

Young Children 

Table 1 shows that the majority of CalWORKs families have a child under age six. Having a preschool age 
child is the least common for families with time-limited parents, but this is because they have by definition 
received CalWORKs for at least 48 months and so tend to be older overall. Even so, 40 percent of time-
limited families have a child under age six. 

The central rationale for exempting parents who have primary care of young children is that work is more 
difficult for them than for parents of older children because of their need to find reliable and affordable child 
care arrangements. (We discuss the receipt of child care subsidies in the following section.) The current 
criterion for receiving this exemption is having primary care of one child under age two or two children 
under age six. Overall, about a quarter of CalWORKs families (26%) had a child under age two, and 19 
percent of CalWORKs families had two children under age six (Table 1). Looking only at currently exempt 
parents, 60 percent had at least one child under the age of two and 37 percent had two or more children 
under the age of six.16  

Parents’ Educational Attainment 

CalWORKs parents with low educational attainment may also find it difficult to find employment because 
their lack of skills makes them uncompetitive for many job openings.  

                                                           
 
13 Families with aided parents in their first 48 months of assistance had smaller families, while families with sanctioned adults and adults who 
had reached their 48-month time limit had larger families. This is likely because parents in these latter two groups of families are older and are 
thus more likely to have completed childbearing, and younger families have in recent years had work exemptions triggered by the presence of 
young children. Nevertheless, sanctioned and time-limited families average fewer than three children (2.3 and 2.6 children, respectively). 
14 These estimates are computed from the California sample of the 2009 Current Population survey. We based these estimates on families with at 
least one own child under 18 living in the home.  
15 The TANF Data Reports are not designed to capture other barriers to employment that other research has identified (e.g., domestic violence, 
mental health issues, or substance abuse).  
16 Since two-parent families were not exempted by the policy change except in rare circumstances, some parents with young children continued 
to be required to work.   
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In the general California population, in 2009 about 18 percent of families had parents who had not 
completed high school, 47 percent had parents who had completed high school, and 35 percent had parents 
with a higher education degree.17 In contrast, educational attainment is much lower for parents on 
CalWORKs. Educational attainment is incompletely recorded for many CalWORKs adults in these data, so 
we are able to compare educational attainment only for families in which parents are aided and have a 
current connection to work services, and for families with exempted parents. For these subgroups, between 
41 percent and 51 percent of families had parents who had not completed high school or the equivalent. 
Most of the rest had a high school degree or GED, but no further degrees or certificates (Table 1).18  

Narrowing the focus to the educational attainment of those newly approved for CalWORKs with six months 
or less of prior CalWORKs assistance, we find that 55 percent had a high school or higher degree in 2009, 
while only 44 percent did in 2007 (not shown in table).19 In other words, the educational attainment of those 
relying on CalWORKs for the first time was markedly higher in 2009 as compared to 2007. This is consistent 
with the idea that the recession triggered CalWORKs applications among qualitatively different families. 
Still, 35 percent of new applicant CalWORKs families in 2009 had parents with less than a high school 
degree, and 10 percent had no formal education at all.  

Disability 

We now turn our attention to one additional characteristic that may signal difficulty in finding and keeping a 
job: the presence of a disabled family member. Though not designed to capture physical or mental health 
conditions, these data do record whether family members received income from a federal disability 
program. Overall, 15 percent of CalWORKs families have income from a disability program (Table 1).  

Table 1 indicates that more CalWORKs families had an adult with disability income (11%) than a child 
receiving disability income (4%). This is driven by the high incidence of parents who received SSI assistance 
rather than a CalWORKs benefit. Twenty-one percent of adults in CalWORKs families with parents who 
have never been eligible for assistance had disability income, while 8 percent or less had disability income 
among the other subgroups of families. Families in which adults had reached their CalWORKs time limit 
had a relatively high incidence of disability income for children (7%).20 This is plausibly because such 
families remain on CalWORKs for longer periods of time than families with no disabled children.21   

                                                           
 
17 These estimates are computed from the California sample of the 2009 Current Population survey. We based these estimates on families with at 
least one own child under 18 living in the home and noted the highest educational attainment of the head of household and of the spouse (if 
any).  
18 These data do not distinguish among those who have completed a high school degree with no further education, and those who have 
completed education beyond the high school level but without receiving a degree or certificate.  
19 In creating the new-applicant subgroup we excluded those families with parents who had never been eligible for CalWORKs.  
20 This group of families also apparently had a higher incidence of disability income for adults (8%); however, this level is not statistically 
significant (comparing it to the incidence among families not in this subgroup).  
21 Having primary care of a disabled family member is one reason that a parent can be exempted from welfare-to-work requirements. However, 
not all families with disabled children meet the requirements for this exemption.  
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TABLE 1 
Most CalWORKs families have one or two children and at least one is younger than six 

 All 
Aided, work 

required parent, 
first 24 months of 

time limit 

Aided, work required 
parent, second 24 

months of time limit 

Aided, exempt 
parent 

Unaided, 
sanctioned 

parent 

Unaided, time 
limited parent 

Parent / 
caregiver never 

eligible 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
Adults 
One adult (%) 74 51*** 78* 84*** 79** 80*** 76 
Two adults (%) 26 49*** 22 16*** 21* 20*** 23** 
Average number of adults 1.25 1.49*** 1.22 1.16*** 1.21* 1.20** 1.22*** 
Children 
One child (%) 41 51*** 55*** 43 37 26*** 39** 
Two children (%) 28 27 23* 30 29 30 29 
Three or more children (%) 31 21*** 22*** 26** 33 44*** 33** 
Average number of children 2.09 1.79*** 1.79*** 2.01 2.28* 2.56*** 2.15* 
Age of children (%)  
At least one child under age 2 26 20*** 6*** 60*** 16*** 13*** 18*** 
At least one child age 2 to 6 32 38*** 44*** 23*** 41*** 27* 30 
No child under age 6 43 41 50** 16*** 43 60*** 51*** 
Two or more children under age 6 19 12*** 9*** 37*** 20 13*** 18* 
Parents’ education (%) 
8th grade or less, or no formal, 
education - 7*** 9 8*** - - - 

9th grade or more, but no high school 
degree/G ED - 34 32 43*** - - - 

High school degree/GED - 53*** 51*** 44*** - - - 
Education beyond high school - 5*** 9*** 2 - - - 
Disability (%)  
Children 4 3* 3 3 4 7** 5 
Adults 11 4*** 2*** 5*** 5*** 8 21*** 

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  

NOTES: Asterisks indicate statistical tests for the subgroup (in each column) is significantly different from all those not in the subgroup (*=.10; **=.05; ***=.01 levels). Time limit, sanctioned, and 
exempt categories calculated using policies in place as of July 2011. Families with one and two parents are combined. Estimates not presented for adults’ education for subgroups where 
“unknown” makes up 7 percent or more of the category.
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How Much Does CalWORKs 
Supplement Family Incomes? 

In 2009, CalWORKs families received monthly cash assistance grants that averaged $523. (Due to reductions 
in grant amounts made since 2009, grants now average about $460 each month.) Before the recent reductions, 
CalWORKs grants accounted for 44 percent of all CalWORKs family incomes (Figure 2). CalFresh benefits 
contributed an additional 28 percent to family incomes.22 Income from employment constituted 18 percent of 
family incomes, while other government-provided benefits to adults and children made up 11 percent of 
family incomes. Child support paid by noncustodial parents and passed through to CalWORKs families did 
not add appreciably to family incomes.  

FIGURE 2 
CalWORKs is the largest source of income for CalWORKs families 

 
SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  

 

Together, these income sources averaged $1,193 each month in 2009. This total excludes housing subsidies, 
child care subsidies, and subsidized health insurance, which we discuss below.  

Because of the manner in which policymakers have structured grant calculations, CalWORKs families with 
earnings have higher incomes than families with no income from employment. CalWORKs grants decline as 
parents earn more, but a family with a working parent sees an initial bump up in income because the first 
$112 of earnings are disregarded in the grant calculation. After that, half of additional earnings are counted 
when determining the size of the CalWORKs grant. As Figure 3 shows, incomes are higher for subgroups of 

                                                           
 
22 CalFresh is generally considered to be “near cash” income, and in this report we treat it as indistinguishable from unrestricted cash sources of 
income. If CalFresh benefits caused families to spend more of their income on food than they would in the absence of the benefit, this would be 
problematic. However, there is very little evidence that this is the case. See the discussion in Danielson and Klerman (2011).  
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families with parents who are aided and have not yet reached the 48-month time limit. They are higher 
because earnings make up a larger share of incomes (24% and 29%).23  

Earnings 

When families apply for CalWORKs, they must have low earnings. For a CalWORKs family containing one 
aided adult and one aided child, earnings of more than roughly $1,100 a month renders the family ineligible 
for benefits. In addition, families often apply for welfare because they have recently experienced a drop in 
their earned income. An illustration of this is the much lower earnings of families with recently approved 
CalWORKs applications ($118 each month in 2009) as compared with families with ongoing cases ($213 
monthly). 

In 2009, CalWORKs families overall earned an average of $210 each month (Figure 3). Despite the fact that 
2009 was economically speaking dramatically worse than 2007, estimated earnings in 2007 at $201 were 
essentially identical to the 2009 average (2007 amount not shown in figure). This lack of difference suggests 
that families who have turned to CalWORKs in recent years face similar employment difficulties on the 
whole, regardless of the wider economic situation. 

Although still low, earnings were substantially higher among families with parents who had not yet reached 
their time limit. Those in their first 24 months of assistance averaged $333 of monthly earnings, and those in 
their second 24 months averaged $399 of monthly earnings. Families with parents who were formerly 
eligible for grants and services but had reached their time limit also had relatively higher earnings ($290 each 
month) than other types of families.24 Families with currently sanctioned parents ($155), currently exempted 
parents ($163), and always-ineligible parents ($118) had the lowest earnings. While these differences are 
suggestive, it is simply not possible to determine from them to what degree welfare-to-work services 
increased the employment of those with the highest earnings and to what degree these services were simply 
made more available to those with the highest earnings potential.  

                                                           
 
23 The amounts shown in Figure 3 are not adjusted for varying family sizes across the subgroups. Table 2 indicates that family sizes do not vary 
widely, so adjusting income sources for family size would not appreciably alter the comparisons shown.  
24 Sources of income for time limited families not presented in Figure 3. However, Technical Appendix Table B2a provides estimates for this 
group.  
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FIGURE 3 
Earnings vary considerably across subgroups of CalWORKs families 

 
SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  

NOTES: Asterisks indicate that statistical tests for total income in the subgroup is significantly different from total income 
among all those not in the subgroup (*=.10; **=.05; ***=.01 levels). Families with current access to work services divided into 
those with 1-24 months of countable assistance and those with 25-48 months of countable assistance. Sanctioned and 
exempt categories calculated using policies in place as of July 2011. Time-limited families excluded because policy changes 
since these data were collected make estimates too high (in the case of CalWORKs benefits) and too low (in the case of 
CalFresh benefits). Families with one and two parents are combined. Other government assistance includes SSI/SSP, other 
federal disability programs, the EITC, workers’ compensation, and unemployment insurance. Child support excluded from 
figure because average amounts are $3 or less. 

Child Support 

As a condition of their eligibility for assistance, parents must cooperate in obtaining child support payments 
from a noncustodial parent. However, as long as a family member is receiving CalWORKs assistance, $50 at 
most of child support that is paid goes to the family. The remainder is used to reimburse the state for the cost 
of providing assistance.25 This policy means that child support is not a substantial source of support for 
CalWORKs families. And in fact, the average amount of child support paid to families on CalWORKs was $3 
per month.26 However, even without this policy, child support would not make up a substantial portion of 
monthly income for most CalWORKs families because very few receive any child support at all. In 2009, only 
an estimated 5 percent of families had any child support payments in a given month.27  

 

  

                                                           
 
25 Prior budgets proposed to increase the maximum amount retained by families to $100. Federal law changed in October 2008, reducing the cost 
to states of making this change. To date, California has not increased the child support pass-through to CalWORKs families.  
26 The average actually paid is higher: about $10. See Technical Appendix Table B2a. 
27 It is of course possible that a higher share of noncustodial parents would the pay child support that they owe if a larger share of their 
payments were passed through to families.  
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Non-CalWORKs Government Assistance 

CalWORKs families are typically eligible for other government assistance, and applying for CalWORKs is 
one gateway to accessing these other programs. The most common types of assistance that CalWORKs 
recipients use are CalFresh nutrition benefits and subsidized health insurance. Below, we discuss these 
benefits along with other assistance that CalWORKs families may receive.    

CalFresh 

As previously mentioned, nutrition assistance benefits made up a substantial portion of family income, 
averaging $331 each month for all CalWORKs families. Eligibility for this program is not narrowly tied to 
eligibility for CalWORKs, so sanctioned and time-limited parents typically remain eligible for CalFresh. 
CalFresh grant amounts adjust upward if parents lose access to their portion of the family’s CalWORKs 
grant and the family’s circumstances remain otherwise unchanged. In fact, the impact of any type of 
CalWORKs grant cut—which is a state action—is mitigated by the counterbalancing effect of an increased 
CalFresh benefit mainly underwritten by the federal government.  

Although it might seem that every CalWORKs family is eligible for CalFresh, in fact an estimated 12 percent 
do not receive a CalFresh benefit. This is disproportionately true of child-only families with never-eligible 
parents. More than one-fifth (21%) do not receive CalFresh assistance, mainly because children eligible for 
CalWORKs live in households that are income-ineligible for CalFresh.28  

Other Cash Assistance 

There are a number of types of so-called unearned income that CalWORKs families may have. These sources 
include the federal Earned Income Tax Credit, workers’ compensation, unemployment insurance benefits, 
and disability payments. Taken together, these sources of income averaged $126 each month. Unearned 
income was substantially higher for CalWORKs families with never-aided parents, averaging $230 each 
month. The main reason for this difference is the substantial number of parents in this group receiving SSI.29   

Health Insurance, Housing, and Child Care 
Assistance  

CalWORKs families can also obtain a number of types of in-kind assistance, such as transportation stipends 
and medical insurance through California’s Medi-Cal or Healthy Families programs. Of the three major 
types of assistance—child care subsidies, housing subsidies, and subsidized health insurance—only health 
insurance was common for CalWORKs families in 2009. In fact, Table 2 shows that all CalWORKs families 
had at least one member with subsidized health insurance, although the data do not permit us to determine 
which family members were covered.  

Among all CalWORKs families, 12 percent had a housing subsidy and only 3 percent were receiving 
subsidized child care or preschool (Table 2). Help with child care costs was over twice as common among 

                                                           
 
28 In particular, children living with non-needy caregivers can be eligible for CalWORKs but ineligible for CalFresh. See Technical Appendix B 
for further details.  
29 Some family members can receive CalWORKs benefits while other family members can receive SSI benefits, but no family member can receive 
both simultaneously.  
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families with parents who had not yet reached their time limit (6 and 8 percent). 30 At an estimated 30 
percent, receipt of subsidized housing was much more common among families with timed-out parents, 
perhaps because members of this subgroup had the time to rise to the top of waiting lists for such housing.31  

TABLE 2 
Housing and child care assistance are much less common than subsidized health insurance 

 All  

Aided, work 
required 

parent, first 
24 months 
of time limit 

Aided, work 
required 
parent, 

second 24 
months of 
time limit 

Aided, 
exempt 
parent 

Unaided, 
sanctioned 

parent 

Unaided, 
time limited 

parent 

Parent / 
caregiver 

never 
eligible 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

Health insurance (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Subsidized child care or 
preschool (%) 3 6*** 8** 5* 1** 3 0.1*** 

Subsidized housing (%) 12 8*** 12 12 14 30*** 7*** 

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  

NOTES: Asterisks indicate that statistical tests for total income in the subgroup is significantly different from total income 
among all those not in the subgroup (*=.10; **=.05; ***=.01 levels). Time limit, sanctioned, and exempt categories calculated 
using policies in place as of July 2011. Significance not computed for health insurance status because all sampled families 
were recorded as having subsidized health insurance. Families with one and two parents are combined. 

                                                           
 
30 In these data, child care subsidies include child care funded in part or whole by the federal, state, or local government. Payments could be 
made directly to the parent or to a child care provider on behalf of the parent. While access to child care subsidies appears low in these data, it is 
important to keep in mind that the TANF Data Reports provide information about a single month. Use of subsidized child care at some point 
during the year is higher. In addition, these data record subsidy receipt at the level of the family; families with more than one child can receive 
subsidized child care for all children.  
31 In these data, a housing subsidy indicates receipt of public housing or a rent subsidy funded by the federal, state, or local government, or 
through a private social service agency. Payments could be made directly to the parent or to the owner of the housing.  
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How Much Do CalWORKs  
Parents Work?  

California’s welfare program takes a “work-first” approach. That is, out-of-work CalWORKs parents with 
current access to work services are usually required to begin a job search—with assistance from their county 
welfare department—once their family starts receiving a cash grant. If they cannot find work during the first 
weeks of their receipt of assistance, then a plan is developed that defines additional steps needed to help 
them obtain employment. To remain in compliance with program rules, these parents must work, or 
participate in a defined set of work-related activities, for an average of 32 hours a week.32  

At the same time, families seek assistance from CalWORKs because the adults have difficulty finding a job, 
or because the wages they earn are low. The Great Recession and the years following made these problems 
more acute, with unemployment rates in California above 10 percent since February 2009 (and much higher 
in particularly hard-hit areas of the state). 

Policymakers have restricted, or considered restricting, access to services in a number of ways. Recent 
changes eliminated—or sharply reduced—work services for 11 percent of all CalWORKs families. 
Shortening the time limit from 60 to 48 months also reduced services for 3 percent of CalWORKs families. 
Governor Brown’s recent budget proposal would rescind the first type of restriction on work services, 
replacing it with more severely time-limited work services (unless parents begin working a substantial 
number of hours in unsubsidized employment within 24 months).33 These families would also see a modest 
increase in their financial incentive to work in the shape of a higher amount of disregarded earnings before 
the family’s grant begins to decline.  

Against the backdrop of the long-standing work-first emphasis of the program, these changes and proposed 
changes raise the question of how broadly the program should seek to engage parents in work.  

As Table 3 shows, less than a third of parents in CalWORKs families were working at all in 2009 (27%), and 
hours among those who did work averaged 22 each week.34 Perhaps surprisingly, in 2007 an identical 
fraction of all CalWORKs parents worked (not shown in table). The unchanged prevalence of work among 
this selected segment of all California families with children again suggests that those who turn to 
CalWORKs—at least in recent years, and regardless of the state of the macroeconomy—face similar 
employment difficulties. 

As this sample is of a selected group of low-income families—those who have currently turned to 
CalWORKs—it is important to keep in mind that these statistics are not representative of employment 
among all low-income families, or all families with children. For example, 86 percent of all California 
families with children had an employed adult in 2009.35  

                                                           
 
32 In two-parent families, currently one parent alone or both parents together must meet a work requirement of 35 hours per week.  
33 Under the proposal, parents would be required to work the number of hours stipulated in federal law: 20 hours for single parents with 
primary care of a child under age six, 30 hours for other single parents, and 35 hours for one or both parents in two-parent families.  
34 When recorded in the TANF Data Reports, these and other work activities must be documented using federally-defined criteria. To the extent 
that parents engage in legitimate work activities that counties cannot document, parents’ engagement is undercounted. 
35 These estimates are computed from the California sample of the 2009 Current Population Survey. We based these estimates on families with at 
least one own child under 18 living in the home. For further discussion of work among low-income families nationally, see Acs and Nichols 
(2007) and Loprest and Nichols (2011).  

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp


 

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp California’s Welfare Recipients  20 

There are seven federally defined categories of work: unsubsidized employment, private subsidized 
employment, public subsidized employment, work experience, on-the-job training, community service, and 
providing child care to a community-service program participant.36 Unsubsidized employment is essentially 
a regular job, while the other categories involve partial government funding of participants’ wages, or work 
that incorporates a training component. 

For CalWORKs parents, one category—unsubsidized employment—makes up the bulk of work. For 
instance, in 2009 27 percent of parents engaged in some hours of work across the seven categories, but 25 
percent had hours of unsubsidized employment. For parents who are the primary recipients of welfare-to-
work services, this picture is somewhat different. Forty-two percent of parents in their first 24 months of 
their time limit had hours of work, but 38 percent engaged in some hours of unsubsidized employment. 
Close to half (47%) of parents in the second 24 months of their time limit had hours of work, but only 39 
percent had any hours of unsubsidized employment. This suggests that welfare-to-work services helps 
engage parents in work more broadly defined. 

While a substantial number of parents who are aided and have access to work services are working at least 
some hours in unsubsidized employment, many fewer have even approximately enough hours to meet 
current CalWORKs or federal hours minimums. Only 11 percent of those in the first 24 months of their time 
limit had at least 30 hours of unsubsidized employment, and 11 percent had between 20 and 29 hours of 
unsubsidized employment. Counting all seven categories of work, 14 percent had at least 30 hours, and 12 
percent had 20 to 29 hours. Parents in the second 24 months of their time limit fared essentially the same: 13 
percent engaged in at least 30 hours of unsubsidized employment while 17 percent had at least 30 hours, 
counting work more broadly. An additional 13 percent had between 20 and 29 hours of unsubsidized 
employment—and no additional families had 20 to 29 hours of work more broadly defined. In sum, most 
families who were engaged in unsubsidized employment in 2009, or in work more broadly defined, lacked 
enough hours to count as fully engaged in these activities, at least according to current state and federal 
hours rules.37

                                                           
 
36 These are known as “core” work activities. There are two additional core activities: vocational education (for up to 12 months) and job search 
and job readiness training (up to six weeks per year, and extended during periods of high unemployment). “Non-core” activities count toward a 
parent’s required hours of participation only if he or she has a sufficient number of hours of core activities (20 hours is the most common number 
of core hours required). The list of federal non-core activities are: job skills training directly related to employment, education directly related to 
employment, and satisfactory attendance at a secondary school or course leading to a GED certificate. To date, California has supplemented this 
list with the following additional non-core activities: mental health, substance abuse, and domestic abuse services (beyond the six weeks allowed 
for job search and job readiness training), higher education (usually for up to 24 months), and other activities necessary to assist in obtaining 
employment.  
37 California Department of Social Services (2011) discusses related concerns about the federal calculation of the state’s work participation rate.  
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TABLE 3 
Unsubsidized employment accounts for most parents’ work, but other types of employment also play a role 

 All families 

Aided, work 
required parent, 

first 24 months of 
time limit 

Aided, work 
required parent, 

second 24 
months of time 

limit 

Aided, exempt 
parent 

Unaided, 
sanctioned 

parent 

Unaided, time 
limited parent 

Parent / 
caregiver never 

eligible 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
Some hours (%) 

Unsubsidized employment only 25 38*** 39*** 18*** 20* 32** 18*** 

Work 27 42*** 47*** 20*** 22* 33** 18*** 

Part-time and full-time hours (%) 

Unsubsidized employment only 

20-29 hours 7 11*** 13*** 6 3*** 7 5*** 

30 hours or more 7 11*** 13*** 7 5 11** 3*** 

Work 

20-29 hours 7 12*** 13*** 6 2*** 7 5*** 

30 hours or more 8 14*** 17*** 7 6 13** 3*** 

Average number of hours among those with some hours 

Unsubsidized employment only 21.95 22.44 24.08 24.64** 18.48** 23.63 18.65*** 

Work 22.28 23.30 24.20 23.88 18.62** 24.05 18.65*** 

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml.  

NOTES: Asterisks indicate that statistical tests for the subgroup (in each column) is significantly different from all those not in the subgroup (*=.10; **=.05; ***=.01 levels). Families with one 
and two parents are combined. Time limit, sanctioned, and exempt categories calculated using policies in place as of July 2011. Hours of work and hours of unsubsidized employment are 
totaled for all adults in the family. “Work” includes recorded hours in the following activities: unsubsidized employment, public or private subsidized employment, work experience, community 
service, on-the-job training, and providing child care to a community-service program participant. 
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How Long Do Families Stay  
on CalWORKs? 

California policymakers adopted a 60-month time limit on assistance for parents when they initially designed 
the CalWORKs program in the late 1990s. This is the federally allowed number of months that a family can 
receive assistance, and this length of time remains the most common in other states. At the same time, most 
other states terminate all assistance to families when parents reach the time limit (Kassabian, Vericker, Searle, 
and Murphy, 2011).38  

In July 2011 lawmakers shortened California’s time limit to 48 months (but continued to apply it only to 
parents, not children). As mentioned above, Governor Brown has proposed a hybrid time limit. In addition, 
families with adults who are currently temporarily exempted or sanctioned would see those months 
retroactively added to their time limit clocks after a six-month grace period.  

In view of both the recent change and the proposed change to allowable months of assistance for parents, it is 
useful to gain further insight into how long CalWORKs families generally make use of the program. Rather 
than classifying families by adults’ “countable” months on CalWORKs as we have done so far, in this section 
we use a more basic count of the number of months that a family has received cash assistance (whether for 
parents and children or just for children) since the inception of CalWORKs.39 This measure is intended to 
capture months not counted toward a parent’s time limit, so it helps to fill out the picture of time on 
CalWORKs. (At the same time, additional measures not readily calculable from data available to us could also 
inform decisionmaking.)40 

In 2009 close to half of all families then on CalWORKs had received this assistance for two years or less (Figure 
4). And approximately another quarter had received CalWORKs for between two and four years. The 
remaining group—slightly less than a third—had been on CalWORKs for over four years.41 Stays are shorter 
for the two-thirds of CalWORKs families with parents who have ever been eligible for grants or services: Only 
25 percent had over four years of assistance. It is also important to note that typical lengths of stay were no 
doubt somewhat shorter in 2009 as compared to earlier years: The group of families new to CalWORKs has 
recently made up a larger share of the caseload because of caseload growth during and after the recession.  

                                                           
 
38 Time limit exemption and extension practices also vary by state (Kassabian, Vericker, Searle, and Murphy, 2011).  
39 We use data that capture the number of months that the TANF family has received cash or cash equivalents since December 1996, or roughly 
twelve years prior to the 2009 sample. (As the sample is drawn monthly, the potential number of months that could be recorded ranges between a 
minimum of 142 and a maximum of 153). Thus the total count of months is truncated for cases with pre-CalWORKs histories of aid receipt. The 
count is also potentially truncated if a family received assistance not funded by the TANF block grant. In addition, months that a parent may have 
received while a child (in a different family) are not counted. Technical Appendices A and B contain further discussion of the data used to calculate 
lifetime number of months of assistance and additional tabulations for subgroups of families.  
40 These additional measures could include estimates of average number of months of assistance over a person’s lifetime and estimates of the 
number and frequency of repeat spells.  
41 For mathematical reasons it is not possible to calculate the average number of months that families currently on CalWORKs remain on 
CalWORKs using the TANF Data Reports. It is possible to calculate percentiles of the distribution of current number of months on CalWORKs.  
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FIGURE 4 
Close to half of families currently on CalWORKs have received assistance  
for two years or less 

  

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml). 

NOTE: “Ever-aided parent” includes non-time limited, exempted, sanctioned, and time limited CalWORKs families.  

Stays on CalWORKs are longer for families with parents who have never been eligible for CalWORKs and for 
those with parents who have relatively lower educational attainment. For these families, stays are longer 
principally because some families have very long stays rather than because all families in these subgroups stay 
longer. For example, 25 percent of all CalWORKs families in 2009 were in the midst of stints on CalWORKs 
that had lasted 10 or fewer months (Table 4, column 1). Looking only at families with parents who had never 
been eligible for grants or services (column 2), the 25th percentile stay is essentially the same: 11 months. 
However, if we look at the opposite end of the spectrum, 25 percent of all CalWORKs families were in the 
midst of stays longer than 57 months. Among the families in which parents have never been eligible for 
CalWORKs, the equivalent 75th percentile is 82 months—more than a year longer. Looking at even more 
extreme ends of the spectrum, the difference is also 1 month for the 10th percentile stay (4 months as compared 
to 5 months) and nearly two years (100 as compared to 123 months) for the 90th percentile stay. 

If we compare CalWORKs families with parents who lack a high school degree with those that have parents 
with a high school degree, we find a similar pattern (Table 4, columns 3 and 4). Those with a high school 
degree and with some high school education have nearly identical lengths of stay at the short end of the 
spectrum, but the stays for those who lack a high school degree are about half a year longer at the other end of 
the spectrum.  
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TABLE 4 
While long stays on CalWORKs diverge across subgroups,  
short stays are similar in length 

  Percentile All families Parent never 
eligible 

Parent has high 
school degree or 

equivalent 

Parent has some 
high school 

education, but no 
degree 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Shortest stays 
 ↓ 
Longest stays  
(in months) 

10th  4 5 4 4 

25th 10 11 10 9 

75th  57 82 43 50 

90th  100 123 67 83 

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from the 2009 TANF Data Reports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(http://aspe.hhs.gov/ftp/hsp/tanf-data/index.shtml).  

NOTES: Selected percentiles of the estimated distribution of total number of months on CalWORKs for families currently on 
CalWORKs displayed. Parents with less than a 9th grade educational attainment and with more than a high school degree are 
excluded from columns 3 and 4. Families with adults never eligible for grants and welfare-to-work services are also excluded 
from these columns because a large number of parents in these families have no recorded information about parents’ 
educational attainment.  

In sum, differences across subgroups of CalWORKs families are prominent for those with long stays on 
CalWORKs, but nonexistent for those with shorter stays.42  

Although some families do remain on CalWORKs for long periods of time, the caseload is also fluid in that 
there is a steady stream of families new to CalWORKs that have few or no prior months of CalWORKs 
assistance. For example, we estimate that 70 percent of newly approved families in 2009 had a prior 
CalWORKs history of six months or less.  

Because the caseload is dynamic, it is important to consider not only how long current CalWORKs families 
have remained on CalWORKs, but also how long California families who have ever applied for the program 
make use of it. Asking this broader question gives a more accurate sense of the reliance of the population on 
this program, whether or not families are actually making use of it at a particular point in time. With publicly 
available data we can give only a partial answer to this question because the answer depends very heavily on 
knowing how long those currently not on CalWORKs have made use of the program in the past. This is the 
case because approximately three-quarters of California families who have ever made use of CalWORKs are 
not currently on CalWORKs.43 Because those who remain on CalWORKs for long periods of time are 
overrepresented in the CalWORKs caseload and underrepresented in the general population, this broader 
calculation would yield a picture of shorter stays among all California families. In other words, more than half 
would have current or past CalWORKs stays of two years or less. 

                                                           
 
42 Even if the count of months on assistance is truncated for some families (those that received cash grants before, or outside of, the TANF 
program), these qualitative differences would likely still hold.  
43 This is a rough approximation using the number of cases that have been approved each month since the program began in 1998, and then 
adjusting that number downwards because about 30 to 40 percent of new approvals are for families who are reentering CalWORKs. Sources 
underlying this approximation are the California Department of Social Services CA 237 reports and the 2009 TANF Data Report for California.  
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Conclusion 

This consideration of the circumstances of families on CalWORKs leads us to three broad conclusions. First, 
families on CalWORKs are clearly disadvantaged – they have low incomes and low educational attainment. 
They often have pre-school aged children, and they rely heavily on their CalWORKs grant as a source of 
income. At the same time, roughly half of families currently on CalWORKs have a record of assistance that is 
two years or shorter. Further, over half of families who have ever made use of CalWORKs have an assistance 
history that is two years or less. Taken together, these findings indicate that CalWORKs families are in 
immediate need, but that receiving aid is a relatively transitory situation for many.  

Still, about one in five CalWORKs families has received assistance for over six years. In addition, long stays 
are relatively longer for families with greater disadvantage—for example, families with parents who lack a 
high school degree and those in which parents have never been eligible for a grant or work services. These are 
families for whom the policy goal of short-term assistance has not been achieved. Additional means of 
advancing child well-being and perhaps also family self-sufficiency for families with long records of assistance 
deserves policymaker consideration.    

Finally, CalWORKs families currently targeted by welfare-to-work services have higher rates of participation 
in the labor force than families not targeted by such services. While this could be simply due to their greater 
capacity to work, it also suggests that welfare-to-work services may be helping parents gain a toehold in the 
workforce both before and during the recession. Still, the goal of full- or near-full-time unsubsidized 
employment appears to be a lofty one for most current CalWORKs families.  

Ideally, CalWORKs provides short-term assistance that both advances children’s well-being and moves low 
income families toward self-sufficiency through their own earnings combined with on-going work supports 
like tax credits, nutrition assistance programs, and subsidized health insurance. Recent policy changes 
spurred by state budget constraints have reduced the resources available to achieve both of the central goals 
of CalWORKs. However, the decisions made have arguably also rebalanced the program’s goals, shifting the 
emphasis toward income support and away from self-sufficiency. In considering further changes to the 
program, policymakers have the opportunity to think through once again their balancing of the program’s 
two goals.  
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