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SUMMARY

In recent years, California policymakers have made a number of cuts to major safety net programs
to help balance the state budget—even as hard economic times have meant that increasing
numbers of Californians are relying on government assistance. The California Work Opportunity
and Responsibility to Kids program (CalWORKs) has been one of the most affected. 1 Since 2009,
CalWORKs has seen a number of cuts, some intended to be short-lived, and others that, arguably,
are reshaping the program piece by piece. In his January 2012 budget proposal, Governor Brown
advocated significant additional cuts. These recent and proposed changes raise questions about
the program’s goals going forward.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------WHAT IS CALWORKS?
CalWORKs is both a child well-being and a welfare-to-work program. It has two central goals. The first is to
buffer children against extreme poverty by supplementing family income. 2 Low-income families who apply
and are determined to be eligible receive a monthly cash grant pegged to income level and family size. Every
three months they must file paperwork demonstrating their continued eligibility. 3 In September 2011, just
after the most recent round of budget cuts took effect, the average monthly grant was $458. 4
CalWORKs’ second goal is to increase parents’ earning power and thus help them gain independence from
welfare. (Childless adults are not eligible.) To that end, many parents who receive assistance must either work
or engage in a specified set of activities intended to lead to employment. These parents receive “welfare-towork” services to help them find and keep jobs. Work services can include job search assistance, job training,
and vouchers for transportation and child care.
Parents can be excused from work requirements—if, for example,
they have a young child or primary care of a disabled family
member. These exempted parents are eligible for a monthly grant
but they do not typically receive work services.
Parents can become temporarily or permanently ineligible for cash
grants. When they are ineligible for a grant, they usually do not
receive work services. They become ineligible if they do not comply
with work requirements and lack a proper exemption, or when they
have received 48 months of assistance as adults. Unauthorized immigrant parents of citizen children and
those who receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) assistance are never eligible for CalWORKs.
In keeping with CalWORKs’ goal of safeguarding children’s well-being, children do not lose eligibility if their
parents are, or become, ineligible. 5 Many children receive CalWORKs grants while their parents do not.
In 2009, an average of 39 percent of families receiving a CalWORKs cash grant included parents who were
required to work and entitled to work services (Figure 1). 6 Of the rest, approximately equal shares of parents
received aid but were exempted from working, were temporarily ineligible for aid, or were permanently
ineligible because they had reached their time limit. Thirty-four percent of CalWORKs families included
parents (or other caregivers) who had never been eligible for assistance.
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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.

Currently, CalWORKs provides cash assistance to approximately one in eight California children and a much
smaller share of parents. The share of children receiving aid is higher than it has been in a decade, which
reflects persistently high unemployment rates in most parts of the state, but remains far below the 1990s
caseload peak (Figure 2). 7 Also, in inflation-adjusted terms, the maximum amount of monthly cash assistance
has been cut roughly in half since 1990. 8

SOURCE: Author’s calculations from welfare caseload data and population data, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
and U.S. Bureau of the Census. Available at www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/data-reports/caseload/caseload_current.htm and
www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/age/index.html.
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THE ORIGINS OF CALWORKS
The 1990s saw a major restructuring of states’ cash assistance programs. States increasingly obtained
permission to alter federal rules and pursue their own program goals. 9 California used this largely as an
opportunity to further emphasize—and reward—work.
Taking state experimentation a step further, in 1996 the federal government created a welfare program called
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 10 The catchphrase was that it would “end welfare as we
know it”—and this did occur, in two ways. First, state welfare caseloads, which were already declining,
remained on a sharp downward path through the end of the 1990s. (Slower declines continued throughout
much of the 2000s.) Second, states gained the authority to keep pursuing their own welfare policy goals,
typically without being required to seek federal permission.
Officially rolled out in 1998, California’s CalWORKs program
continued the state’s work-first approach; it also gave counties
additional authority to design their welfare-to-work services. 11
Today, the federal government provides more than half of the
CalWORKs budget but the program’s scope and purpose are
substantially under state and county control. As long as state
policymakers treat similar families equally, they can set the level
of cash grants. They also have leeway to determine the level of
work services, along with other program policies, such as the
number of months a parent can receive assistance.
Notably, federal law allows the state to redirect CalWORKs funds from cash grants and work services to
related, but non-CalWORKs, programs. 12 This means that funds for CalWORKs grants and services are
vulnerable in tough budgetary times.
CALWORKS IN TRANSITION
The first decade of California’s CalWORKs program saw decreases in grant amounts (after adjusting for
inflation) but no reduction in work services. Beginning in 2009, yearly budget cuts further reduced monthly
grants and began to reduce work services. Together, these cuts have constrained the program’s original aims.
Cuts to grants took three forms. First, starting in July 2011, the
state shortened the time limit from 60 to 48 months, reducing the
number of parents eligible for CalWORKs. Second, the state made
across-the-board reductions in grant payments. Third, working
parents on CalWORKs began to see smaller grant amounts,
lessening their incentive to work.
The state also changed its policy so that fewer parents were required
to work and cut county funding for work services. Specifically,
parents with one child under age two or two children under six have been temporarily exempted from the
work requirement. Previously, children had to be much younger for parents to qualify for an exemption.
The upshot of this policy change? Counties save money on work services.
GOVERNOR BROWN’S 2012 PROPOSAL
The governor’s January budget proposal includes further reductions for CalWORKs. Once again it proposes
cutting both grant amounts and work services—but this time there are several major twists. 13 The governor
proposes to concentrate resources on families that have been receiving assistance for a relatively short period
and families with parents who are working.
The budget proposal divides CalWORKs recipients into three groups. In the first group, called CalWORKs Basic,
are families with eligible parents in their first 24 months of CalWORKs assistance (over their adult lifetimes).
The second group, CalWORKs Plus, includes families with eligible parents who are working a substantial
number of hours in private employment before they reach their 48-month time limit. 14 Most work services
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would be reserved for CalWORKs Basic and CalWORKs Plus families. In addition, changes in the grant formula
would modestly increase the amount of cash assistance retained by families in CalWORKs Plus. 15
All other families would be placed in a new Child Maintenance program. All parents in this program would be
ineligible for cash assistance. In addition, grants to children in these families would be sharply curtailed (by an
average of 27%). Finally, work services for this group would shrink drastically. For example, parents eligible to
move to CalWORKs Plus could receive only one month of child care every six months to help them search for
a job. 16 Parents with more than 48 months of assistance could receive work services (but not cash assistance)
only when they met a minimum required number of hours in private employment. These changes would
further reduce the share of parents receiving CalWORKs cash assistance and work services.
THE PATH AHEAD
Recent cuts to CalWORKs—to grant levels, to the availability of work services, to time allowed on the
program—could be rolled back, but this would require additional state funds. The governor has proposed
instead to continue on a reduced path, focusing services on relatively work-ready families and decreasing
resources to children whose parents are ineligible or become ineligible.
What would CalWORKs be like if the governor’s proposal were
to become law? For those who make relatively brief use of
CalWORKs—the majority of those who rely on welfare over the
course of their lives, but the minority of the caseload at any one
point in time—the program might not appear to change much.
For those who work substantial numbers of hours for private
employers and do not exceed 48 months of assistance, the
generosity of the program would actually increase. But the rest would experience a sharp curtailment. 17
The governor’s proposed changes are substantial. In effect, they reopen a discussion about the main
purposes of this program that was last held when CalWORKs first began.
Two key issues are in play. First, who should have access to CalWORKs work services? Those who are more
likely to find and keep a job, or those who need intensive support to have much, if any, hope of becoming
stably employed? Or both? Second, how much of a safety net should CalWORKs provide for children whose
parents cannot or do not work?
Trade-offs between CalWORKs’ goals of immediate income support and longer-term self-sufficiency are
embedded in the program as it currently exists. Policymakers need to consider these trade-offs carefully.
With enormous potential changes on the horizon, it is perhaps time to take stock—to revisit CalWORKs’
overall goals and to address fundamental questions about the kind of program California wants to provide
to families in need.
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------NOTES
Daniel Krimm provided research support for this publication.
1. The federal name is the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. The CalWORKs program makes the
state eligible to receive federal funding to help pay for cash benefits and job assistance to eligible poor families under
the terms of the TANF block grant.
2. Even with the grant, CalWORKs families are poor.
3. In addition to having low income, families must also possess few assets. A primary residence is exempted from the
asset test, but family vehicles and bank accounts are not.
4. California Department of Social Services, Public Assistance Facts and Figures, September 2011
(www.cdss.ca.gov/research/res/pdf/Paff/2011/PAFFSep11.pdf).
5. However, grant amounts are calculated based on the size of the eligible family, and removal of a parent can result in
the (now smaller) case losing eligibility.
6. While the most recent data are from 2009, the fraction of parents exempted from work requirements is currently
substantially higher. Starting in July 2009 counties could exempt parents with young children from work requirements,
which accompanied a state cut to their funds for providing in-kind services. Starting in July 2011, the fraction of parents
no longer eligible for CalWORKs is also higher, because the state shortened the time limit from 60 to 48 months.
7. California assists a larger share of children than other states. In 2010, roughly 12 percent of California children were
assisted by CalWORKs, while less than 4 percent of children received welfare assistance in the rest of the U.S. This
difference is partly due to the fact that the Great Recession was more severe in California than in other states. But it is
also because California preserves eligibility for most children even if their parents are sanctioned or reach time limits,
unlike most other states.
8.

Grant amounts have also slipped in most states, so California’s grant remains among the 10 highest in the country,
whether calculated in absolute terms, as a percentage of median income, or after adjusting for regional differences in
housing costs. See David Kassabian, Tracy Vericker, David Searle, and Mary Murphy, Welfare Rules Databook: State TANF
Policies as of July 2010 (Washington DC: Urban Institute, 2011), http://anfdata.urban.org/wrd/databook.cfm; and
Legislative Analyst’s Office, The Governor’s CalWORKs and Child Care Proposals, February 22, 2012 (http://lao.ca.gov
/analysis/2012/ss/calworks-child-care-022212.pdf). The California Budget Project differs sharply, reporting a cost of
living adjusted grant amount that is 28th in the U.S. (Cuts and Consequences: Key Facts about the CalWORKs Program in
the Aftermath of the Great Recession, February, 2012; available at www.cbp.org/documents/120224_CalWORKs_KeyFacts.pdf).

9. States were required to obtain federal permission—an “AFDC waiver”—but the Clinton administration was receptive
to the requests and nearly always granted them (see Kent Weaver, Ending Welfare as We Know It [Washington DC:
Brookings Institution Press, 2000]). In total, 43 states, including California, were granted waivers.
10. Called the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, the law made important changes
to a number of safety net programs. The federal government could revisit the structure of the program when it
reauthorizes the TANF legislation (slated to happen every five years). The first reauthorization did not occur until 2006;
it retained the block grant structure, but increased the difficulty states had in meeting federal work targets. The second
reauthorization is now overdue.
11. Counties had through December 1998 to enroll their entire welfare caseloads in CalWORKs.
12. This flexibility does have limits. A central limitation is that the federal government requires states to show that 50
percent of most families with ever-eligible adults and 90 percent of most two-parent families have adults that meet
federally defined “work participation” targets. Families with no aided adults are not included in these targets, unless
adults were eligible, but are now sanctioned or time limited. States that fall short of these targets can be penalized
financially and be required to spend additional state matching funds. California did not meet these targets in 2008,
2009, and 2010, and penalties have been assigned for 2009 and 2010. A 2011 California Department of Social Services
report highlights concerns that California and other states have expressed about the federal measurement of work
participation (Report on Engagement in Additional Work Activities, August 31; available at www.cdss.ca.gov/research/res
/pdf/calreports/EngagementAdditionalActivities-August31_2011.pdf).
13. See 2012–2013 Governor’s Budget Summary, January 5, 2012 (www.ebudget.ca.gov/pdf/BudgetSummary
/FullBudgetSummary.pdf) and Legislative Analyst’s Office, The Governor’s CalWORKs and Child Care Proposals,
February 22, 2012 (http://lao.ca.gov/analysis/2012/ss/calworks-child-care-022212.pdf).
14. Specifically, parents must work the federally required weekly number of hours in unsubsidized employment: 20 hours
for single parent families with a child under six, 30 hours for single parent families, and 35 hours for two-parent families.
15. Since their CalFresh nutrition assistance amount would fall, the increase in their incomes would be small.
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16. In addition, the amount of earnings that would be disregarded before earnings reduced their grant amount would be
smaller (except for time limited parents), and they would not receive any child support paid by a noncustodial parent.
(Currently the first $50 of child support is passed through to CalWORKs families and the remainder is retained by the
state.) In addition, families in this category would have less ongoing eligibility paperwork, but would face an added
requirement that children have annual medical checkups.
17. Most families who rely on welfare assistance do so for relatively short periods of time. A few families have long stays.
Mary Jo Bane and David T. Ellwood made this point strongly in a book that was one catalyst for the creation of the TANF
program (Welfare Realities: From Rhetoric to Reform [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995]).
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