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T
emporary Assistance for Needy Fami-
lies (TANF), known as California Work
Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids

(CalWORKs) in California, is a welfare pro-
gram that provides temporary assistance by
giving cash aid and services to eligible needy
families. Eligible families receive money each
month to help pay for housing, food and other
necessary expenses.

Eligibility

Eligibility for CalWORKs is based on more factors
than many other welfare programs. In general, Cal-
WORKs has more stringent eligibility criteria than
other welfare programs; as an effect, families receiv-
ing CalWORKs are automatically eligible for many
other welfare programs (e.g. CalFresh, NSLP, WIC,
and Medi-Cal). To be eligible, applicants must: (1)
have income and assets below the established thresh-
olds; (2) meet citizenship requirements; (3) have
children 18 years old or younger living in the home;
and (4) must not have received more than 48 (non-
consecutive) months of CalWORKs assistance.

Income and Assets

The income test for CalWORKS is based on family
size and what county the applicant resides in. The
current income limits are shown in the program in-
come eligibility guidelines sheets. When calculating
total household income, CalWORKS does not count
some things as income, such as supplemental security

income (SSI), loans and grants, the earned income
tax credit (EITC), and federal relocation/disaster
benefits. CalWORKS does count earned income from
all household members and some other sources of
unearned income, such as social security disability
insurance (SSDI), and investment income.

To determine the countable income for the income
eligibility test, households must sum all necessary
sources of income, then subtract $90 for each working
family member. If this final amount is below the
income eligibility threshold for the family size, then
the family meets the income eligibility criteria for
CalWORKS.

The asset test for CalWORKs requires that house-
holds have $2,250 or less in resources ($3,250 if the
family includes someone age 60 or older). The re-
sources that CalWORKs considers for this test are
cash or properties that can be converted to cash,
including: money in savings accounts, stocks, bonds,
and some personal possessions. The asset test does
not count a home, household goods (e.g. furniture
and appliances), or a car (as long as it is valued
under $9,500).

Citizenship, Children, and Benefit Period

Generally, to receive CalWORKs, the parent or care-
taker must be a citizen, have a green card, or meet
other, specific, residency requirements. In addition,
the parent must be a California resident, and must
be taking care of at least one child who is under
the age of 18. When determining the family size
for the eligibility tests, CalWORKs may not include
ineligible household members, such as non-citizens,
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people who get SSI, and drug or fleeing felons. If
neither parent has proper immigration status, their
children may still be eligible for CalWORKs if they
are under the age 18, and if they are either U.S. citi-
zens or have legal residency in the U.S.; in this case,
the non-eligible parents will have to provide proof
of their income to obtain benefits for their eligible
children.

Children receiving CalWORKs must be consid-
ered “deprived” by having at least one parent who
is unemployed, disabled, or continuously absent. If
the child is under the age of 6, they must have all
standard immunizations; if they are of school age
and under the age of 16, they must be attending
school regularly.

As of 2011, TANF has restricted families to receive
benefits for a maximum of 60 months total (including
non-consecutive receipt periods), but allows states
to further restrict this maximum receipt period. In
California, eligible families are restricted to receiving
benefits for a total of 4 years, or 48 months, in total.

Program Benefits

The primary benefit to CalWORKs is a monthly cash
benefit distributed as an electronic benefit transfer
(EBT). The monthly benefits can be used at any
retail establishment that accepts debit cards,and
can be used to withdraw cash. The amount that
families are eligible for is dependent on the family
size, whether they are considered exempt (when all
caretakers are disabled), and what region they reside
in. Table 1 gives the maximum grant amounts that
families of each category are eligible for.1

The benefit amount that families are eligible for is
calculated by subtracting the total countable income
from the maximum grant amount. The countable
income for this calculation, however, is different from
the income used for the eligibility test. To estimate
the income that determines benefit amounts, county
human services agencies follow these steps:

1. Add up all of the money received from disability
benefits, including SDI, private disability insur-
ance, workers’ compensation, and SSDI. Any
family members who get SSI wont be counted

1Region 1 includes the more urban counties (Alameda, Contra
Costa, Los Angeles, Marin, Monterey, Napa, Orange, San
Diego, San Francisco, San Luis Obispo, San Mateo, Santa
Barbara, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, Sonoma, and Ventura)
where cost of living is higher, so the maximum benefit is
correspondingly higher. Region 2 includes the more rural
counties (all of the ones not listed above).

as part of the family by CalWORKs, so SSI ben-
efits or any other income they may have should
not be included.

2. Subtract $225 from the combined total of the
disability benefits to find the countable disability
income.

3. Add the countable disability income to any other
unearned income, such as unemployment bene-
fits or other sources of money that are not from
work. The combined total is called the countable
unearned income.

4. If the family has earned income:

a) Sum the earned income for all counted fam-
ily members.

b) If the family had disability benefits (from
step 1) that exceed $225 (i.e. the number
in step 2 is negative), then subtract this
amount from the earned income

c) If the family did not have disability benefits,
subtract $225 from the earned income.

d) Multiply the families remaining earned in-
come by 1

2 . This is the countable earned
income.

5. Add the countable unearned income from step
3 to the countable earned income from step 4 to
get the total countable income.

The final amount of cash benefits the family is
eligible for this then calculated by subtracting the
total countable income from the maximum grant
amount for the family size. CalWORKs effectively
has a 50% benefit reduction rate, because for every
additional dollar of earned income, the family loses
around $0.50 in CalWORKs benefits.
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Table 1: CalWORKS Maximum Grant Amounts ($)

HH size
Region 1 Region 2

Exempt Non-Exempt Exempt Non-Exempt

1 387 350 369 331
2 636 569 607 541
3 788 704 751 670
4 946 840 891 799
5 1,065 954 1,017 909
6 1,197 1,072 1,141 1,021
7 1,315 1,178 1,254 1,120
8 1,434 1,283 1,366 1,222
9 1,549 1,387 1,477 1,321
10 1,665 1,490 1,587 1,418

Additional Resources

General information on TANF can be found at Benefits.gov:
https://www.benefits.gov/benefits/benefit-details/613

More detailed information on CalWORKs eligibility and benefits can be found at:
https://ca.db101.org/ca/programs/income_support/calworks/

A good resource for understanding the application process for CalWORKs is available at:
http://santacruzhumanservices.org/EmploymentBenefits/CalWORKsCashAid/

WhatisCalWORKsCashAid.aspx
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