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New Jersey thrives when every resident has their basic needs met. A pathway to achieve this is
through reform of Work First New Jersey (WFNJ). WFNJ is the state’s umbrella program for
cash assistance and job-related supports, covering three distinct components: the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program for families with children, General Assistance
for adults without dependent children, and Emergency Assistance for households in crisis.’

The largest of the three is the TANF program, intended to lift families out of poverty and
provide support as parents search for employment and build toward economic stability.” Yet,
over time, this program has fallen short of that goal. Stagnant benefits, outdated eligibility
rules, and a design that penalizes recipients have left families struggling to secure housing,
maintain food security, and access the supports necessary for long-term economic stability.?

Gov. Mikie Sherrill’s administration and the legislature have an opportunity to reexamine how
the state supports families with the lowest incomes. Put simply, the TANF program has not
kept pace with the realities of life in the Garden State. Benefit amounts have lost more than a
third of their purchasing power since 1998.* Eligibility rules make it difficult for families to
access, save, and gradually exit the program. And because poverty in New Jersey is
disproportionately experienced by Black and Hispanic/Latinx households, TANF’s restrictive
rules and outdated benefit amounts have their largest consequences on the very communities
already facing the steepest economic barriers.’ This is true both for many families who manage
to enroll in TANF, and for those who are shut out. This exclusion is a legacy of the racialized
narratives that originally shaped TANF’s assumptions about who is “deserving” of help.®

Yet TANF is a cornerstone of New Jersey’s safety net. When adequately designed and funded,
cash assistance provides families with financial stability and flexibility, improves children’s
health and educational outcomes, and generates long-term returns that benefit entire
communities.”
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This report examines TANF’s gradual decline over 30 years and makes the case for the
following reforms to strengthen the program:

¢ Raising benefit levels, indexing them to inflation, and directing more TANF funding
toward direct cash assistance

e Updating eligibility thresholds and time limits to reflect today’s economic realities

e Aligning work requirements with lived experiences and needs

Nearly Three Decades of Decline

TANF’s decline is the result of deliberate policy decisions. New Jersey set that trajectory
beginning in 1997 by adopting rules stricter than federal law required. In the decades since,
lawmakers have repeatedly chosen to leave those rules in place, even as the cost of living has
soared and need has grown. The result is a program in steady retreat across three measures: the
purchasing power of the TANF grant, the number of families TANF reaches, and the adequacy
of the program’s design.

Benefits That Buy Less Each Year

Monthly grant amounts in New Jersey vary based on factors such as family size, income, and
legal status, but to convey the scale of its growing shortfall, consider a family of three receiving
the maximum benefit: $559 a month, or $6,708 a year in 2026.8 By contrast, the original 1998
grant of $424 a month, worth about $850 in 2026 dollars, provided far more support than
today’s benefit.’

Adjusted for inflation, today’s grant has lost more than one-third of its value.'” What once
covered a month’s groceries with some money left over for rent or utilities now barely covers
food alone. For context, an analysis on typical household costs finds that a New Jersey family
of three spends almost $10,300 a year on food, nearly $3,600 more than the entire annual
TANF grant."
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New Jersey's TANF Benefits Have Lost More Than
One-Third of Their Value Since 1998

Deep poverty compared to annual TANF grant amounts, New Jersey, in 2026 dollars.
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Source: NJPP Analysis of U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Federal Poverty
Guidelines, Work First New Jersey grant amounts provided through the New Jersey state budget
and Department of Human Services, and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index
Calculator data.
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The gap between what families receive and what they need to survive continues to widen. The
2026 federal poverty level (FPL) for a family of three is $27,320, yet TANF’s annual benefit
amount is less than a quarter of that."* A family of three needs income closer to $80,000,
roughly 300 percent of the FPL, to cover basic necessities without making trade-offs between
essentials.’ Most families receive less than the maximum grant, so what TANF provides falls
even further short of what families need. The tens of thousands of New Jerseyans living in
persistent and deep poverty (income below 50 percent of the FPL) feel this shortfall most
profoundly.*4
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TANF's Limits Keep Families Locked Out and Left Short

Household Initial Maximum Monthly Maximum Monthly
Size Income Allowed Grant Allowed

2 $638 $425

3 $839 $559

4 $966 $644

5 $1,092 $728

6 $1.221 $814

Source: NJPP Analysis of New Jersey Department of Human Services TANF income and benefit
levels provided through the New Jersey State Plan for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) FFY 2024 - FFY 2026

NEW JERSEY POLICY PERSPECTIVE | NJPP.ORG

The latest meaningful adjustment to TANF’s cash assistance came in 2019-2020, when
maximum monthly grant levels increased. For a family of three, this meant an increase from
8424 to $559.5 That increase was meaningful, but it was a one-time event that partially restored
the value TANF had lost over the prior two decades of inflation. Since then, the grant has
continued to fall behind New Jersey’s rapidly rising housing, food, and transportation costs.'

A one-off increase temporarily slows the erosion of TANF’s value but does not reverse it. A
stagnant monthly grant is not a solution. In the seven years since that increase, families have
had to stretch already-thin budgets even further, likely giving up other basic needs to make
ends meet.

A Safety Net That Reaches Fewer Families

TANF serves fewer families today than it did when it first rolled out, leaving more families
without the cash assistance the program was created to provide. But a shrinking TANF
caseload is not evidence of reduced need — it is the result of policy decisions that have steadily
narrowed who can get assistance.

In 2025, TANF served an average of 26,700 people across New Jersey’s 21 counties, a sharp
drop from more than 31,300 the year before, according to the latest Current Program Statistics
report.” This decline does not signal less poverty. In fact, poverty in New Jersey remains
widespread and entrenched: in 2024, roughly 860,000 residents lived below the federal poverty
level.”® The shrinking caseload instead reflects how difficult the program has become to access
and remain on.

Before TANF replaced its predecessor, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), New
Jersey assisted far more families living below the FPL — 72 per 100 families living in poverty,
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well above the national average." By 2022-2023, that number had fallen to just 11 families per
100, far below the national average of 20. If TANF reached the same number of families in
poverty that AFDC had, an estimated 98,000 more families would be receiving support now.*°
Tens of thousands of families who would have qualified for TANF were, and continue to be,
excluded by design.

What that retreat has meant for children in particular comes through most clearly in the
numbers. NJPP analysis finds that TANF’s shrinking caseload has stripped away assistance that
would have supported thousands more children statewide, a cumulative loss built up over years
of declining reach.”

TANF Reaches Far Fewer Children in Poverty
Children Living in Poverty and Children Receiving TANF, New Jersey, 1997 vs. 2024
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Source: NJPP analysis of ACNJ 1998 Kids Count data, DFD 2024 Current Program Statistics data,
and Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) data for children in poverty under age 18
for years 1997 and 2024 data.
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The steepest declines are concentrated in high-poverty counties such as Camden, Essex, and
Hudson, areas where Black and Hispanic/Latinx communities also make up significant shares
of the population.

I ——————
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New Jersey Counties with the Steepest Declines in TANF Support for
Children, 1997 v. 2024

Share of Children in Poverty Share of Children in Poverty
County Receiving TANF, 1997 Receiving TANF, 2024
Essex 82% 8%
Hudson 66% 12%
Camden 69% 15%
Union 56% 7%
Mercer 61% 14%
Cumberland 56% 1%

Source: NJPP analysis of ACNJ 1998 Kids Count data and DFD 2024 Current Program Statistics
data for June. Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) data for poverty under age 18
for years 1997 and 2024.
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The program’s contraction has fallen hardest on the very communities that face the highest
barriers to economic opportunity, a pattern rooted in long-standing racial inequities in income,
employment, and wealth that make Black and Hispanic/Latinx families more likely to
experience deep poverty and need safety net programs like TANF to stay afloat.**

These inequities are visible both in who is likely to need assistance and in who is most affected
when TANF reaches too few families. Many families living in poverty in New Jersey are led by
women and people of color, and the families who do receive TANF reflect this as well. In Fiscal
Year 2023, 47.8 percent of TANF recipients were Black and 31.9 percent were Hispanic/Latinx.*
When TANF reaches fewer families overall, it disproportionately leaves these communities
without the assistance they need to advance their economic security. The issue is not just
about who enrolls, but also who is systematically shut out.

New Jersey has a policy history that explains how these inequities became embedded in the
program. For example, the state was the first in the nation to adopt a “family cap” policy, which
denied additional cash assistance to parents who had another child while receiving TANF .
Many of New Jersey’s TANF policies continue to be punitive and are rooted in racialized
assumptions of who is “deserving” of help, frame a child’s access to help as dependent on the
mother’s “character”, and depict and reinforce stereotypes of Black women and other women
of color that have eroded public support for assistance and paved the way for policies centered
on work and personal responsibility, regardless of economic challenges.* Although the family
cap was repealed in 2020, its underlying racial assumptions still shape key features of TANF
today, including strict work requirements, harsh sanctions, and narrow eligibility rules.

I ——————
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Without intentional reform to correct these issues, TANF’s restrictive design will continue to
reproduce them. Strengthening the program is economically rational. It is also essential to
ensuring all families and children who face steep barriers are not systematically excluded from
the support they need to reach stability.

A Design That Stops Families at the Starting Line

Low benefits and a declining reach are just some parts of the problem. TANF’s design makes it
difficult for families to get ahead in many other ways. When TANF was created, New Jersey
adopted rules that went further than federal law required. The state imposed 35 hours of work
activity per week instead of the federal 20 to 30 hours, limited work exemptions for parents of
infants to just three months instead of the federal allowance of up to 12, and layered on
complex application processes and administrative hurdles.** Over time, these restrictive
policies, compounded by understaffing and outdated administrative systems, transformed a
safety net into what many families experience as an obstacle course.

A major barrier comes from how the program treats earnings, which determines a family’s
monthly grant. TANF uses a strict income limit to determine whether a family still qualifies for
help. With the exception of the first month on TANF, a significant portion of income earned
every month is counted right away against a fixed cap. Even a small raise or a few extra work
hours can push a family over that limit, causing their cash assistance to drop sharply or end
altogether. In essence, this “benefits cliff” leaves families worse-off for trying to earn a little
more.”” More generous income-disregard policies, which allow parents to keep some of their
earnings out of the eligibility calculation for a longer period of time, would give families the
breathing room to increase their income without immediately losing the support they

still need.

TANF’s structure also limits how long families can receive help. Federal law caps assistance at
60 months (or five years) over a lifetime, and New Jersey adheres to that limit. In 2024, 321
families had their cases closed solely because they reached this lifetime limit. If a family
remains on TANF all the way to month 60, it is likely that family has not reached stability by
month 61, yet the program cuts them off anyway.® This underscores how arbitrary the five-year
cap is, especially given that many families face circumstances that cannot be resolved within
such a rigid timeframe, including limited education, disabilities, chronic health needs, and
caregiving responsibilities.”® The program further assumes nearly any job will lift families out
of poverty. Yet even with New Jersey’s strong minimum wage, a family of three relying on full-
time work plus the maximum monthly grant still falls short of what is required to cover basic
expenses like rent, food, utilities, and transportation.®

These design choices are negatively reinforced by how the state allocates its TANF dollars.*'
New Jersey has broad flexibility in how it spends its federal block grant and invests state funds

~J
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in the TANF program, yet in 2023 directed only five percent of TANF funding toward cash
assistance.?* A significant share of funding went to programs like pre-K, child care, and
refundable tax credits, investments that strengthen long-term economic security but do not
replace the predictable, month-to-month income families need to keep a roof overhead or
cover daily essentials. When so little of the block grant is dedicated to monthly cash assistance,
TANF cannot function as the first-line support it was designed to be. Instead, families
encounter a system that offers help far too late. Help comes during the next tax filing season if
they earn enough to file or when a child finally reaches a certain age. It is not available when
they are standing at the starting line trying to regain their footing.

What New Jersey Should Do Next

The shortcomings described above do not operate independently. They compound each other
in ways that steadily weaken the program’s ability to lift families out of poverty. New Jersey
must take the lead in protecting families from economic hardship through a stronger, more
modern TANF — one that reflects today’s economic realities and provides families with the
stability required to build a secure future. New Jersey has both the capacity and the
responsibility to act on the following core reforms: raising benefit levels and indexing them to
inflation, updating eligibility thresholds and time limits to reflect today’s economic realities,
and aligning work requirements with federal standards and lived experience.

Raising Benefit Levels to Reflect Real Costs

The most urgent reform is raising the grant. Benefits should be increased to at least 50 percent
of the federal poverty level. In 2026, that means a monthly grant of roughly $1,138, compared to
the current maximum of $559 — about $6.20 per day per person for a family of three. New
Jersey should also adopt an automatic cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) so that benefits keep
pace with inflation without requiring a legislative act every year.® Without a COLA, any
increase will lose value too quickly.

In alignment with this, New Jersey should direct a substantially greater share of its TANF
funding toward cash assistance. In 2023, the state diverted most TANF funds away from cash
assistance, when those dollars should go directly to families.>* While TANF’s flexibility allows
states to fund a wide range of programs, too few dollars currently reach families who need
immediate support in the form of a monthly grant. Prioritizing cash assistance would ensure
that TANF fulfills its core purpose: helping families meet basic needs during periods of
financial instability.
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Updating Eligibility Rules and Limits

New Jersey must update its eligibility rules and strengthen the pathways that allow families to
enter, remain, and gradually transition off TANF. This includes a higher asset and income limit,
removing state-level restrictions that prevent families from accessing the full federal 60-month
lifetime limit, prioritizing stability, and eliminating full family sanctions if work requirements
are not fully met. All are changes that would better reflect the realities of low-wage work,
caregiving, and economic volatility.

At the same time, expanding income disregards — allowing families to keep more of their
earnings when applying for TANF and while participating without losing eligibility, and for a
longer period — would allow families to build earnings steadily, maintain housing and work
supports, and exit TANF with greater stability.?

Finally, simplifying application processes and addressing chronic administrative understaffing,
including reducing documentation burdens and improving access, would remove barriers that
likely discourage eligible families from accessing or maintaining support.3® Together, these
changes would help reverse the steep decline in caseloads and ensure that assistance reaches
families experiencing the deepest levels of poverty.

Aligning Work Requirements with Economic Reality

New Jersey’s work requirements go beyond those set by the federal government, likely pushing
families out of the program when they cannot meet rigid participation rules and work
requirements.?” Federal TANF guidelines generally require 20 hours per week of participation
in a work activity, job, or a combination of both for single parents with children under age six,
and 30 hours per week for those with older children.3® New Jersey, by contrast, requires 35
hours per week for most parents — a threshold that is difficult to meet for families dealing
with unstable jobs, unpredictable schedules, limited child care, or transportation barriers.*

Bringing state rules in line with federal standards would likely reduce unnecessary case
closures and better reflect the realities of low-wage work. Just as important, work activity
requirements should recognize that not all jobs offer a path out of poverty. Treating a broader
range of education, training, and credential-building programs as core tools that may fully, not
just partially, meet work activities would ensure that TANF supports long-term stability and
economic mobility rather than penalizing families for circumstances beyond their control.
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A Call to Action

New Jersey lawmakers must reject the status quo that leaves families, especially children,
without the resources they need to survive, let alone thrive. Strengthening TANF through
reforms, including higher benefit levels, fairer eligibility rules, and updated work requirements,
is essential to protecting the hundreds of thousands of residents living in or close to deep
poverty. These reforms would not only stabilize families today but also reduce long-term costs
associated with housing instability, food insecurity, and poor health outcomes — and would do
so without creating new programs or new bureaucracy.

Lawmakers should enact comprehensive TANF reforms in the current legislative session to
reach the families this program was designed to serve.
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