
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This fact sheet is the tenth in the Racial Equity in Advocacy series for social policy advocates 

addressing unequal opportunities by race. Each fact sheet will provide information equipping 

advocates to embed a racial equity lens into their work to close gaps and improve outcomes for 

communities of color. Please see the first fact sheet in the series for a review of key terms and 

concepts. 

Since its inception, welfare, which has passed through numerous iterations including Aid to 

Dependent Children (ADC), Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), has been embroiled in debate over the “deserving” versus 
“undeserving” poor. Though not overtly stated, race has always been a central criterion. 

Historical Perspective 
Providing cash aid to vulnerable families grew out of the early 20th century mother’s pension 
movement, which recognized that children fared better at home with their mothers than being 

placed in orphanages.i During the Great Depression, after local governments began struggling 

to make these payments, the federal government stepped in and developed Title IV of the Social 

Security Act, Aid to Dependent Childrenii, designed to permit primarily white widows—who were 

not expected to work—to remain home to care for their children.iii 

From the beginning, welfare has inadequately served families of color in both policy and 

implementation. There was no mention of anti-discrimination in the legislation and the program 

was administered by the states.iv As a result, states could develop regulations and other means 

of discriminating against women of color. 

Congress finally began loosening its eligibility rules in the 1960s, ADC was renamed AFDC, and 

the numbers of Black women recipients increased substantially.v The rise in the number of 

women of color on the rolls, along with growing negative narratives about low-income people 

of color, contributed to the structural change of AFDC from an entitlement to a block grant 
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(TANF) in 1996. States were, again, charged with administering the program with little federal 

oversight.  

The Role of Implicit Bias 
Racist assumptions about people of color drive both policy development from the front end and 

implementation down to the local level. Research has shown that racial divisions, not weak labor 

party coalitions or institutional forces, led to the underdevelopment of the social safety net.vi 

Though lacking empirical data supporting these claims, perceptions that communities of color 

lack “the individualism, ambition and ‘enterprising temperament’ of descendants of European 
immigrants,” are far-reaching in American society.vii These negative narratives are responsible for 

modern welfare policies requiring work. These narratives assert that people of color must be 

compelled by policy to work because they come from cultures that do not value it. Racism 

obscures the truth. Communities of color derive as much dignity through work and take pride in 

their ability to provide for themselves and their families as other racial and ethnic groups. 

Institutional Racism Today 
The effects of past inequitable, and outright discriminatory, policies endure. The change in 

structure of AFDC from an entitlement to a block grant had many significant consequences. 

Black families are more likely than white families to live in states that spend the least on cash 

assistance and childcare. viii They are also more likely than white families to live in the states with 

the lowest TANF benefit levels and that reach the fewest poor families.ix All else being equal, 

states with larger Black populations tend to have less generous maximum benefits and income 

eligibility limits, provide TANF for a shorter period of time, and have harsher initial sanctions.x 

Generally, Blacks and Hispanics are sanctioned at higher rates than whites after controlling for 

factors like their work history and the ages of their children.xi TANF operates through caseworker 

discretion. The literature suggests that services like childcare, work readiness programs, 

education and training, and other supports are more often offered to white recipients than to 

Black and Hispanic recipients.xii  

For example, Mississippi has the highest state poverty rate. In state fiscal year 2015, Mississippi 

approved only 190 of more than 13,000 applications, or 1.4%.xiii While experts have not been 

able to pinpoint the drastic change in the acceptance rate to any policy changes. The only other 

plausible explanation is politics. In 2011, both the governorship and the state House changed 

party control.xiv Mississippi also shows disparity in who loses their TANF benefits. In fiscal year 

2018, 79.9% of TANF recipients were Black and 16.6% were white. Closed case percentages were 

86.6% Black and 12.3% whitexv with the majority of those cases closed for sanctions.xvi Because 

sanctions are dealt at the discretion of the case manager, implicit bias can lead case managers 

to disproportionately sanction, and thus close, services for Black families. 



 

The Way Forward 
Eliminating racial differences in states’ use of TANF funds would narrow the Black-white child-

poverty gap by up to 15 percent.xvii Armed with what we know about public perceptions of the 

poor and people of color, our federal government must live up to its responsibility as a 

protector of the people, especially underrepresented groups with the least amount of power. 

There must be more federal oversight in the use of TANF funds. While it may be difficult to bring 

TANF back to entitlement status in this political climate, it is not unreasonable to demand that 

funds be used for evidence-based purposes like cash assistance. The evidence supports that 

cash assistance helps to reduce poverty, while simultaneously stimulating the economy.xviii  

We cannot allow states, localities, and individual caseworkers—driven by implicit biases and 

prejudices—to dictate the opportunities granted to families of color. Until such changes in 

federal policy are made, advocates can push their state governments to devote a larger 

percentage of their funding for cash assistance. 
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