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Understanding

Temporary Assistance for Needy !
Families (TANF) in Colorado ————— .'.?.:'Zé

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is a federal block grant that helps reduce
childhood poverty and promote family safety, stability, and self-sufficiency. Each year, Colorado
receives roughly $136 million in TANF funds which it uses for direct cash assistance and other
family services.' In 2023, TANF helped provide cash assistance payments to 47,003 Colorado children
living in extreme poverty.?

Federal TANF Requirements

TANF is one of the most flexible federal funding streams. States have broad spending discretion so
long as dollars are used to support one of four stated purposes:

1 “Provide assistance to needy families so that children can be cared for in their own
homes or in the homes of relatives

2 End the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job
preparation, work, and marriage

3 Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies
4 Encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families.”s
However, there are a few federal restrictions on spending.

Income Eligibility

Funds can only be used to support pregnant women and families with children who are financially
needy. States define who meet this criterion.* In Colorado, families are eligible for TANF if they
make less than $75,000 a year, with the exception of the basic cash assistance program, which
only serves families living in extreme poverty.®

Work Requirements

States must meet work participation rate (WPR) requirements, which specify the percentage of
families that must be engaged in a work activity while enrolled in a TANF program. Federal law
establishes general work activity categories like going to school or job hunting, but states can
choose which specific activities they will allow.* Examples of eligible work activities in Colorado
include subsidized employment, job training, and active job searching.
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Time Limit TANF SUPPORTS
Families can receive TANF benefits for a total of 60 months. However, CHILD CARE AND
states can provide extensions for up to 20% of recipients.* CHILD WELFARE
State Contribution A state can transfer up to

30% of TANF funds to the
Child Care Development
Fund (CCDF) to support

States must commit state funding to receive federal TANF dollars.
Each state must spend a dollar amount equal to the percentage of
what the state spent on social services prior to the creation of TANF child care subsidies and the
in 1996. This is referred to as the state’s maintenance of effort Soreie] Sarvilees Heak Crai:
spending (MOE).* In federal Fiscal Year 2022-23, Colorado’s largest (SSBG) to support child
MOE spending was on pre-Kindergarten/Head Start and refundable welfare services.”

tax credits.®

TANF in Colorado: Colorado Works

Colorado is one of 10 states that operate a state-supervised, county-administered TANF program.
Colorado counties receive a majority of the state’s TANF dollars and have broad spending discretion
to meet their local needs. In a study of four county-administered TANF programs, Colorado’s program
was found to provide the most county autonomy and least state oversight.®

Colorado’s TANF program is known as Colorado Works. Colorado Works helps families move toward
self-sufficiency by providing basic cash assistance and other services including individualized case
management, education, training, and support to meet career goals.

Basic cash assistance is the largest component of the program. Colorado Works provides modest
monthly payments to eligible families for basic needs like food, diapers, clothing, and bus passes.
In 2024, families received basic cash assistance for an average duration of five to eight months,
depending on the type of household.®

The amount of benefits a family receives is based on their household size. For example, an eligible
single parent with two children can receive up to $620 per month, or roughly $20 a day.”° Until
recently, the benefit value had not been adjusted to keep up with inflation. In 2022, Colorado
made a 10% increase to benefits and added an annual cost of living adjustment (COLA) to prevent
further erosion to the value of payments.

coloradokids.org 2



RESEARCH BRIEF

*
October 2025 COLORADO CHILDREN’S CAMPAIGN @»*

FOR EVERY KID. FOR 40 YEARS. *

Colorado Works Eligibility Requirements

Families must meet state-determined eligibility requirements to participate in Colorado Works and
re-certify their eligibility every six months.”°

Income Eligibility for Career & Support Services

Families qualify for Colorado Works services, excluding basic cash assistance, if their annual
income is $75,000 or less. Families must also be pregnant or caring for a child, a U.S. citizen or
lawful permanent resident, and living in Colorado.®

Income Eligibility for Basic Cash Assistance

In addition to the requirements above, families must be living in deep poverty to receive basic cash
assistance. Colorado law establishes the maximum income a family can earn and still be eligible,
known as the need standard. This standard varies by household size. For example, a single parent
with two children must earn no more than $421 a month, or roughly $5,000 a year.® Eligibility for
basic cash assistance has not been changed in Colorado in decades.

Monthly Income Eligibility for Basic Cash Assistance

2 Children 3 Children 4 Children 5 Children
Single Parent $331 $421 $510 $605 $697
Two Parents $649 $533 $628 $716 $787

Source: Colorado Department of Human Services

In 2022, Colorado enacted a new rule to disregard new sources of family income for the first certifi-
cation period that the income impacts, allowing families to continue receiving basic cash assistance
for a short period of time after securing higher-paying employment.”

Work Requirements

Work-eligible families must comply with an individualized work plan developed with their case
manager. Colorado’s program accepts a variety of work activities, including traditional employment,
going to school, and applying for jobs. However, there are exemptions from work requirements for
families that demonstrate good cause, such as single parents who have an infant at home.”?

Time Limit
A family can receive benefits for total of 60 months. However, Colorado grants extensions to up to
20% of families who demonstrate good cause, such as single parents who have an infant at home.*
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TANF Spending in Colorado

Colorado spent a total of $161.4 million from the TANF block grant and reserves in state Fiscal Year
2023-24. Basic cash assistance was the largest expenditure ($87 million), followed by administrative
costs ($46 million), supportive service payments ($21 million), and third-party contracts ($6 million).
Currently, there are not state-level data available to further specify how these funds were spent or
to track outcomes associated with that spending.

TANF Spending in Colorado, FY 2023-24

Contracts
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Supportive Payments °
and Services
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Source: Colorado Joint Budget Committee;
Colorado Department of Human Services

STATE AND COUNTY RESERVES

Colorado maintains a portion of TANF funds in
state and county reserves to help respond to
evolving needs across years. Colorado is the
only state that has separate county-level TANF
reserves. According to Colorado law, the state
reserve must maintain a minimum balance of
$33.9 million, 25% of the state’s annual TANF
block grant. Counties can also maintain reserves
of up to 40% of their annual TANF allocation or
$100,000, whichever is greater. In state Fiscal
Year 2024-25, the beginning balance in the
state reserve was roughly $87.5 million and the
beginning balance of all county TANF reserves
was $35.6 million!

ALLOCATIONS TO COUNTIES

The Colorado Works Allocation Committee (WAC), a group of county and state representatives, determines
each county’s annual allocation of TANF funds based on an established formula which accounts for
demographics and prior year expenditures.® The WAC reviews the allocation formula annually and
monitors TANF spending. In state Fiscal Year 2023-24, larger metropolitan counties such as Denver,
Adams, Arapahoe, and El Paso received the largest percentage of funds, while smaller rural counties like
Cheyenne, Hinsdale, and Mineral received the smallest percentage of funds.”
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Recent TANF Improvements in Colorado

In recent years, Colorado has made a number of policy changes to better support families through
TANF spending.

The following policy changes were made by HB22-1259:"

* The amount of basic cash assistance was increased by 10% after years without adjustments
for inflation other than an increase in 2018.

e An annual cost of living adjustment (COLA) was added to basic cash assistance to prevent
further erosion of payment value in the future.

* Eligibility calculations were updated to disregard new sources of family income for the first
certification period that the income impacts after a family has secured higher-paying employment.

* Exemptions from work requirements under certain circumstances were established, including
for single-parent households with an infant.

« Eligibility criteria were updated to permit people with drug felonies to participate in the program
without additional requirements.

» Extensions for the 60-month lifetime limit under certain circumstances were established, including
for single-parent households with an infant.

In addition, Colorado has made changes to sanction and re-engagement policies and processes.”
Families enrolled in TANF face penalties when they are out of compliance with requirements in the
program. These penalties include sanctions that withhold all or a portion of basic cash assistance.
Due to the lack of evidence to support the effectiveness of sanctions, Colorado made changes to
reduce the use of punitive sanctions and to instead increase efforts to reengage families in the
program in other ways.

Finally, in 2017, Colorado was the first state to provide the full amount of child support payments
directly to families enrolled in TANF and disregard these payments in calculating benefit amounts.
Prior to this policy change, families were required to relinquish their rights to these payments in
exchange for receiving TANF benefits.'® Later, in 2020, Colorado passed a law requiring counties
be reimbursed at least 90% of their share of child support collections by the state in order for child
support payments to continue to be passed through to families.”
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