
 

TANF “Work First” Policy Helps Perpetuate Single Mother Poverty and Employment in 
Low Wage “Women’s Work” 

 
“Graduating from high school is an economic imperative.”  President Barack Obama.1 
 
“[A] high school diploma no longer guarantees a good job.”  President Barack Obama.2 
 
 Despite President Obama’s sentiments, federal TANF policy continues to place barriers 
in the way of the single mothers receiving TANF who wish to go to school even though 40% of 
TANF recipients have not completed high school and only 5% have attended college even for a 
day.3  This denial of educational opportunity helps perpetuate the high poverty rates for single 
mother families that have prevailed for decades.   The poverty rate is now about 50% for single 
mothers who lack a high school degree, compared with about 30% for single mothesr with a high 
school degree, about 20% for single mothers with an Associate’s degree, and about 10% for 
single mothers with a Bachelor’s degree.4  
 
 Since TANF’s creation in 1996 federal policy has embraced a “work first” approach, 
meaning an approach that stresses immediate employment in any available job.5  States are 
penalized unless a specified percentage of recipients participate in federally countable activities.  
High school attendance generally counts as full participation only if the parent is under age 20, 
and college attendance as full participation only if the program of study qualifies as “vocational 
education” and then only for 12 months.  In 2008, fewer than 2% of adult recipients were 
counted as participating based on high school/GED attendance, and only about 4% were counted 
as participating based on attendance in vocational education.6  
 
 Work first reinforces women’s employment in unstable, no-benefits, low-wage “women’s 
work.”  When they leave TANF, mothers overwhelmingly enter low wage jobs in low wage 
industries and occupations dominated by women with typical wages of between $7 and $8 an 
hour.7  Twelve of fifteen federally funded studies of parents who had left TANF (“TANF 
leavers”) found that average earnings in the quarter after leaving TANF were less than the 
poverty level for a family of three.8  Most TANF leaver jobs lack basic benefits such as health 
coverage, sick leave, pensions, and vacation.9  Many of these jobs are unstable, with the 
percentage of TANF leavers employed in all four quarters after leaving TANF ranging from a 
low of 35% to a high of only 58% in five state studies.10  
 
 Due to low wages and unstable employment, TANF leavers often experience severe  
hardship.  In state leaver surveys, the percentage reporting “moved or evicted” ranged from 5% 
to 21% (11 states); “needed medical care but couldn’t get it” from 13% to 54% (8 states); “had a 
time when no way to buy food” from 13% to 44% (8 states); “electricity cut-off” from 2% to 
36% (6 states); and “phone cut-off” from 22% to 48% (6 states).11 
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 Among all single mothers, those with a high school degree have much higher wage rates 
and employment rates than those without a high school degree.  In 2009, single mothers with a 
high school degree had an employment rate of 57% and average earnings of $29,352 when 
working full-time, year-round; single mothers without a high school degree had an employment 
rate of only 37% and average earnings of only $21,764 when working full-time year-round.12 
 
 Similarly, single mothers with a college degree have much higher wage rates and 
employment rates than those with only a high school degree.  In 2009, single mothers with an 
Associate’s degree had an employment rate of 70% and average earnings of $38,677 when 
working full-time, year-round; single mothers with a Bachelor’s degree (or more) had an 
employment rate of 76% and average earnings of $59,392 when working full-time, year-round. 
 
 Work first creates a roadblock to the educational opportunity that is a real path out of 
poverty and into stable, living wage employment.  Work first should be replaced by a policy that 
supports single mothers who wish to go to school. 
 
 (March 2010.  Legal Momentum has established the EndPovertyNow coalition and list 
serve to promote changes to the TANF program that will make it a meaningful safety net and a 
true stepping stone to economic security.  You can sign up for the EndPovertyNow list serve by 
sending an email with “join” in the subject line to tcasey@legalmomentum.org) 
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