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Do Limits on Family Assets Affect
Participation in, Costs of TANF?
Restricting holdings has minimal impact on program caseloads, expenses

Overview
States and the federal government coordinate to provide assistance to economically vulnerable households
through a range of programs, including Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as food stamps. States administer these programs
independently, providing welfare-enhancing benefits such as cash and in-kind transfers, informational pamphlets,
and classes, and the federal government provides the majority of the funding through block grants. Within the
general parameters set by the federal government, states are able to set broad eligibility guidelines, and specific
rules vary substantially across states and even within programs.
To qualify for TANF and SNAP, families in many states must prove, among other criteria, that their income
and assets do not exceed state or federal levels. These asset limits are caps on the amount of cash, savings, or
material property that a family can hold when applying. In the case of TANF, states often set different limits for
people applying for assistance (applicant asset limit) and for those who are already receiving benefits (recipient
asset limit). Some states also vary their asset thresholds depending on the household composition, such as
the presence of an elderly or disabled person in the home, and many exempt certain assets, including vehicles,
houses, retirement savings accounts, or individual development accounts.

Experts, advocates, and policymakers have long debated the merits and effectiveness of these asset limits,
particularly as they relate to TANF.1 Some advocates argue that imposing asset limits harms families attempting
to gain financial security, while others maintain that people with substantial assets should not qualify for
government assistance. Within this debate is an empirical question of how removing the asset limits would affect
individual recipients and states. Would recipients save more? Would government agencies be overwhelmed with
more caseloads? Might the reduced paperwork yield savings?
The Pew Charitable Trusts conducted original research to examine the second of these questions: How would
modifying TANF asset limits affect states’ caseloads and costs? This brief captures the results of that research,
which looked at data from 2000 through 2014 and tracked the trends in TANF caseloads and spending and
documented what happened in individual states when asset thresholds changed. Key findings include:
•• Independent of asset limits, TANF enrollment has significantly declined since 2000. TANF caseloads
decreased by more than 38 percent between 2000 and 2014 with 44 states and the District of Columbia
experiencing net declines. Seven of those states removed their asset threshold. Among the six states where
caseloads increased, just one eliminated its limit.
•• Among the seven states that removed their TANF asset limits between 2000 and 2014, there were no
statistically significant increases in the number of TANF recipients.2 Louisiana saw the number of recipients
per capita plummet by 57 percent after removing its asset limit,3 while Ohio, which removed its threshold
before 2000, saw its caseload drop by 50 percent. Changes in state thresholds have not affected the overall
nationwide decline in caseloads.
•• Raising or eliminating asset limits does not affect the number of monthly applicants. After controlling for
a state’s unemployment, population, and other characteristics,4 the level of the asset limit does not affect
the number of applications a state receives. Conversely, an increase in unemployment is correlated with a
rise in the expected number of applications. Together, these findings suggest that an individual’s decision to
seek assistance is most likely linked to conditions within the household rather than the characteristics of the
program.
•• States that change their asset limits from low ($2,500 or less) to moderate ($3,000 to $9,000) or eliminate
them see a decrease in their administrative costs. In particular, among states with moderate asset limits and
an exemption for at least one vehicle, administrative expenditures were about 2 percent lower than those in
states with low thresholds.

A history of TANF and asset limits
In 1996, Congress enacted the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, commonly
referred to as welfare reform. The law replaced Aid to Families With Dependent Children (AFDC), a federal public
assistance program without time limits on receipt of cash assistance, with TANF, which requires that recipients
engage in work and imposes a five-year lifetime cap on benefits.
Before welfare reform, states had less power to shape welfare programs and were required to contribute a greater
share of funding than they are for TANF.5 Under the 1996 law, the federal government established a $16.5 billion
block grant as the primary source of TANF funding.6 To retain eligibility for the block grant’s full value, states were
required to maintain at least 75 percent of their AFDC spending levels (referred to as maintenance of effort, or
MOE, funds).
The TANF block grant has not increased since its inception in 1996. With neither state MOE contributions nor the
block grant indexed to inflation, TANF funding is shrinking year over year.7
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Asset limits help states ensure that scarce resources are directed to families they deem are the most financially
insecure. However, this sorting can have unintended consequences for recipients and for states. If the asset
threshold is too low, applicants who could benefit from keeping liquid savings may not qualify for the program
unless they spend down resources before applying for assistance. Such divestment may result in families
requiring public assistance longer while they rebuild their safety net.
Low asset thresholds can result in delayed enrollment and premature removal from TANF, both of which can
affect caseloads. Low applicant limits reduce the number of eligible families, cutting caseloads in the short run,
but low recipient thresholds may increase caseloads because families may save enough to lose benefits before
they are able to establish financial stability, potentially causing them to re-enroll, in some cases repeatedly.
When asset limits create this cycle of gained and lost eligibility, they may affect administrative costs. States must
unravel the complex financial lives of low-income families to verify that applicants and recipients have limited
or no assets, which can be costly and time-consuming,8 and as households churn in and out of the program, the
costs of repeated processing mount.

How Do Asset Limits Contribute to Program Churn?
Means-tested public assistance programs require households to verify income and assets
during the application process, periodically while accessing benefits, and following any event
that alters their income or asset levels. While recurring verification is necessary to ensure
continued proper distribution of benefits to families in need, the process may also result in
program recipients being deemed ineligible for services and losing access to their benefits.
There are many reasons why a family could become disqualified, such as missing income
or asset documentation, missed appointments with a caseworker, or increased income or
savings. However, a family’s increased savings level may be due to funds that are transitory. For
example, program recipients might receive a lump-sum student loan disbursement, a security
deposit return when they move, a tax refund such as the earned income tax credit, an insurance
adjustment, or an unexpected overtime or bonus payment from their employer. While each
of these may increase a family’s asset level, the savings in most cases are temporary9 and are
likely to be spent in short order. However, these short-run increases may cause a needy family
to be removed from the program because on paper it has greater assets than are allowed.
These families may reapply—in many states within 30 days of the disqualification—creating an
on-again, off-again relationship that is inefficient and expensive for state agencies that have to
repeatedly process those applications and verify assets.

States’ asset thresholds range from $1,000 to $10,000.10 (See Figure 1.) More than half (55 percent) of states
have a limit of $2,500 or less, which is defined as a low limit; eight do not use asset thresholds for TANF,11 and the
remaining states have a moderate asset limit between $3,000 and $9,000. Only Texas lowered its limit between
2000 and 2014, from $2,000 to $1,000.
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Figure 1

More Than Half of the States Restrict TANF Recipients’ Assets to
Between $1,000 and $2,500
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Independent of asset limits, TANF enrollment has significantly
declined since 2000
Congressional action has consistently encouraged states to reduce overall TANF caseloads. Between 1996 and
2004, various incentive programs sought to accomplish this or to increase enrollment in other programs, such as
food stamps and the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.12 Since 1996, the government has allowed states
to reduce their TANF MOE obligations by 5 percent by meeting performance goals for work participation.
As a result, TANF caseloads have declined over the past two decades, dropping by more than 38 percent
nationwide since 2000. Among the 44 states and the District of Columbia that experienced caseload reductions,
the combined decline was 50 percent on average, or about 53,000 monthly recipients.13 Seven states—Alabama,
Colorado, Hawaii, Illinois, Louisiana, Maryland, and Virginia—removed their asset limits during this period.
Between 2000 and 2014, just six states—Colorado, Delaware, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon, and Wisconsin—had an
increase in TANF caseloads; of those, only Colorado had fully removed its asset threshold. (See Figure 2.)
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Figure 2

TANF Caseloads Fell Almost 40% in 15 Years
Percent change in caseloads, 2000-14
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Unlike TANF, SNAP caseloads have increased in states that removed their asset limits for food assistance.14
Since 2000, about 35 states eliminated those thresholds; as a result, they have been able to offer assistance to
more families.
Figure 3 shows the average monthly caseloads for SNAP and TANF between 2000 and 2014. As noted above,
the number of people receiving TANF has significantly declined since 2000, but participation in SNAP has
steadily increased in that period. This seems to suggest that removing SNAP asset limits played a significant
role in the program’s rising caseloads. After controlling for factors such as unemployment and the Great
Recession, however, this analysis found that the effect was economically insignificant: States without a SNAP
asset threshold had an average of 407 more recipients per 100,000 residents compared with states that did
have an asset limit.15 In comparison, a 1 percentage point increase in unemployment resulted in an average of
2,325 additional recipients per 100,000 residents.16

5

Figure 3

TANF Caseloads Decline, While SNAP Caseloads Increase
Caseloads by program, 2000-14
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Although TANF caseloads have been declining nationwide, this analysis sought to determine whether states that
raised their asset thresholds experienced the same trend as states that did not. The seven states that removed
their asset limits between 2000 and 2014 experienced no statistically significant increases in the number
of benefit recipients per 100,000 residents during this period. In fact, Louisiana saw the per capita number
of recipients plummet by 57 percent. (See Table 1.) Ohio, which eliminated its asset limit before 2000, also
experienced a 50 percent decline in caseloads in the same period. Changes in state thresholds have not affected
the overall nationwide trend in caseloads.
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Table 1

Caseloads Decline in 6 of 7 States That Removed TANF Asset Limits
Average monthly recipients per 100,000 residents before and after threshold
changes by state
State

Before

After

Percent change

Year of change

AL

966

1,017

5

2010

CO

745

625

-16

2007

HI

1,966

1,773

-10

2013

IL

768

343

-55

2014

LA

906

390

-57**

2011

MD

1,023

952

-7

2010

VA

863

726

-16

2004

Note: Louisiana’s percentage change in the mean value of recipients per capita is statistically significant: **p<0.05.
Source: Pew’s analysis of Department of Health and Human Services caseload data, http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/data-reports
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Asset limit rules vary significantly across states, yet comparing per capita monthly caseloads across these
various regimes reveals only small differences in average caseloads. Pew developed a statistical model to test
whether a relationship exists between caseloads and applicant and recipient asset limits, after controlling
for each state’s relevant economic factors.17 The analysis suggests that changing from a low-asset threshold
($2,500 and under) to a moderate one (between $3,000 and $9,000) would, on average, result in an increase
of 98 monthly recipients.18 For a change from a moderate limit to no limit, the model identified no statistically
significant impact on caseloads.
If removing asset limits were related to increasing the number of program recipients, it would be reasonable to
assume that after removing an asset limit, a state would also see an increase in both the number of applications
submitted and the rate of acceptances. However, this analysis found that states that raised or removed their
thresholds saw neither a change in the number of applications received nor any statistically significant difference
in acceptance rates. A rise in unemployment, however, was positively correlated with an increase in the average
number of applications, suggesting that the decision to seek assistance is more closely linked to household
financial conditions than to the characteristics of an assistance program.
Importantly, this analysis does not imply causality, and it would be incorrect to assume that changing from one
asset limit regime to another is causing the increase. Rather, the findings show a strong relationship between
moderate asset limits and caseloads and no relationship between eliminating asset thresholds and the number of
applications or rate of acceptance.
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The role of vehicles in asset limits
When counting assets to verify program eligibility, some states take into account the value of an applicant’s
or recipient’s vehicle. States typically adopt one of three policy options, exempting all vehicles, one vehicle per
household or licensed driver, or a portion of the vehicle’s value or equity from the asset limit.
The interaction between asset limits and vehicle exemption affects caseloads. This analysis indicates that,
holding all other factors constant, states that eliminate the applicant asset limit, including vehicle tests, would
have, on average, 172 fewer TANF recipients per 100,000 residents compared with states that do not.19 Likewise,
states that eliminate recipient asset limits, including vehicles, would also decrease their monthly caseloads by
167 recipients on average compared with states that did not.
By removing or raising asset limits, states make TANF accessible to a broader population of families, so they
reasonably might expect to see a commensurate increase in caseloads. But in fact, the growth in caseloads
identified in this analysis was de minimis when compared with other factors, particularly unemployment, and
in no case did eliminating the asset limit reverse the overall decline in caseloads. This effectively means that
by adopting more liberal limits and vehicle exemptions, states can offer TANF benefits to more people without
experiencing meaningful caseload increases.

States that change their asset limits from low ($2,500 or less) to
moderate ($3,000-$9,000) or eliminate them see a decrease in
their administrative costs
Caseworkers must devote a portion of their time to screen applicants and certify that their assets are below the
state’s threshold, which necessarily results in administrative costs to state governments. Similarly, the asset
recertification process, which occurs periodically to ensure that participants remain eligible for TANF, requires
states to expend resources to repeatedly verify recipients’ assets.
Therefore, eliminating asset limits could reduce administrative burdens and costs. To determine what effect
changes to asset limits may have on costs, this analysis measured the impact of various thresholds and vehicle
exemptions on five categories of TANF expenditures: noncash assistance, cash assistance, administrative costs,
systems costs, and total spending. (See the methodology for definitions of these expenditure types.)
The analysis found that neither the absence of an applicant or recipient asset limit nor the exemption of at
least one vehicle had a statistically significant effect on total TANF expenditures.20 By contrast, factors such as
unemployment, prior-year caseloads and expenditures, and the maximum TANF benefit for a family of three were
all significant contributors to total TANF expenditures. Further, in the context of TANF cash assistance programs,
the analysis found no statistically significant relationship between asset limits and expenditures and showed
that states that exempted at least one vehicle had the same level of expenditures as those that exempted only a
portion of the vehicle’s value.
When it comes to administrative costs, applicant limits, recipient limits, and vehicle exemptions each contribute
differently—but because states implement their overall asset limit regimes holistically, this analysis interpreted
only the combined effect of the components employed by each state. Administrative expenditures were about 2
percent lower in states that adopted moderate asset limits and exempted at least one vehicle than in those that
did not exempt a vehicle.
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Conclusion
Federal policymakers introduced asset limits into public assistance programs with the intent of supporting family
self-sufficiency and preserving safety net resources for the most financially vulnerable. But in the decades since
welfare reform was enacted, many have questioned the merits of this strategy. This analysis seeks to inform this
important policy question by examining the effects on program caseloads and administrative costs of raising or
eliminating asset limits.
The findings clearly show that increasing or removing asset thresholds for state TANF programs has little effect
on the number of applications for assistance, application acceptance rates, or overall caseloads. States that raised
or eliminated their asset limits saw little difference in any of these metrics compared with states that kept their
thresholds low. By comparison, each state’s characteristics and economic landscape had a significant impact on
caseloads. Further, the data reveal that altering asset limits did meaningfully reduce administrative costs.
In summary, maintaining an asset limit in TANF returned no advantage to states in terms of either caseload
burdens or costs, leaving open the question of whether the thresholds harm families by making them less likely
to save or by forcing them to spend down resources in order to qualify for benefits. Upcoming Pew research will
examine that question, looking at the effect of asset limits on recipient savings and overall financial security.
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Appendix: Methodology
Table A.1

Data Sources Used in This Analysis
Variable source and construction
Data set

Source

Purpose

Variables
Log(TANF caseloads)t
Log(TANF caseloads)t-1

TANF Caseload
and Expenditure
Data

U.S. Department of
Health and Human
Services, Office of
Family Assistance

To determine monthly
and yearly caseloads and
expenditures for each state

Log(TANF total expenditures)
Log(TANF assistance expenditures)
Log(TANF nonassistance expenditures)
Log(TANF administration expenditures)
Log(TANF systems expenditures)
Recipient asset test (ordinal)
•

0: low threshold $0-$2,999.99

•

1: moderate threshold $3,000-$9,000

•

2: High threshold $10,000-plus

Applicant asset test (ordinal)
Welfare Rules
Database

Urban Institute

To denote the different types
and level of asset limits,
vehicle exemptions, and
maximum

•

0: low threshold $0-$2,999.99

•

1: moderate threshold $3,000-$9,000

•

2: high threshold $10,000-plus

Vehicle exemption (ordinal)
•

0: based on value

•

1: 1 vehicle per household/driver

•

2: all vehicles

Log(maximum benefit for a family of 3)
Integrated Public
Use Microdata
Series, U.S.

Minnesota Population
Center

To determine the percentage
of a state’s population that
was foreign-born

Local Area
Unemployment
Statistics

U.S. Department of
Labor, Bureau of
Labor Statistics

To identify the number of
working-age adults who
did not have full-time
employment

TANF application
data

U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Office
of Family Assistance

To determine monthly and
yearly number of TANF
applicants

Log(TANF approved applications/TANF total
applications)

Poverty data

U.S. Census Bureau

To determine the percentage
of the population that is at or
less than 125% of the federal
poverty line

Log(percentage of families below 125% of the
federal poverty line)

© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Log(foreign-born population/population)

Log(unemployment)t-1
Log(unemployment)t-2

Studying deviations in caseloads and expenditures across state asset limit regimes requires first categorizing the
various asset caps in use in each state. The rules and guidelines that states employ to determine eligibility for
TANF present a challenge to distill down to a succinct binary variable of have or not have. The coding scheme of
the asset limit variables is the single largest limitation of this study: the need to balance between readability and
accuracy in choosing the best variable operationalization. Sensitivity testing was used to determine that a set
of three trilevel ordinal variables would best blend the two offsetting demands. Three trilevel ordinal variables,
“recipient asset test,” “applicant asset test,” and “vehicle exemption,” are used to differentiate and indicate the
type and level of asset threshold a state employs. While a trilevel ordinal variable helps to categorize the asset
test value, there still are other possible policies that have an effect on caseloads. Future academic work should try
to account for the diverse patchwork of policies across states and time.
Asset testing allocates the resources of TANF to those who may be subjectively in greatest need. This sorting
may have a meaningful effect on the number of families receiving aid and the length of time for which they
receive aid. States employ both “recipient” and “applicant” asset limits. The applicant asset test is applied
to families when they first apply to receive benefits, and the recipient test is applied to those who have been
accepted and are receiving benefits. The applicant test has an initial effect on caseloads by limiting the number
of people entering into the program. Families with assets greater than a state’s cap must spend down their saving
to qualify. If an asset limit is so low that it prevents families with savings from qualifying, this could increase the
time it takes for the family to reach solvency, thereby increasing the time over which they need to receive aid. So
an applicant asset test has two effects: 1) diminishes the number of eligible applicants, 2) extends the time until
solvency, thus increasing the month-to-month caseload levels.
The recipient asset applies only to those who have been approved to receive benefits. If a cap is set at a
suboptimal rate, such that it is too low to permit families to save an amount sufficient to stave off a financial
crisis, then families will be ejected from the program before they are ready. Thus one could argue that recipient
asset tests can lower the caseload rate but may also increase eligibility churn. Low asset limits for recipients
will cause families to lose and gain eligibility when they accumulate small increases in their savings from gifts,
overtime pay, holiday bonuses, the earned income tax credit (in some states), or tax refunds. This creates a cycle
of on-again and off-again eligibility that requires states to recertify assets and accumulate administrative costs.
To test the effects of the recipient and applicant asset limits on the average monthly caseload of a given state
and how those same factors affect expenditures, two statistical models are used. The first is a fixed-effect linear
regression with a lagged dependent variable. The choice was made with the belief that each state has a set of
factors that contribute to its level of poverty and prosperity. The unobservable time-invariant factors unique to
each state appear to be correlated to the observed independent variables of the study, and thus the fixed-effects
model will produce better estimates. The second model used is a pooled least squares regression. TANF funding
is federal, so pooled regression is used to account for factors at both the state and national levels that could
affect the outcome.
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Regression tables
Table A.2

Effect of SNAP Asset Limit on Caseloads
Benefit recipients per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

SNAP caseloads per capitat-1

0.884***

0.848 – 0.919

0.0179

No asset test (SNAP)t-1

407.8***

205.0 – 610.6

101

-233.7

-2,029 – 1,561

893.7

-198.1***

-312.7 – -83.54

57.06

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1

-154.8

-648.3 – 338.7

245.7

Ln TANF maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

477.6

-414.6 – 1,370

444.2

Great Recession

786.3***

658.1 – 914.5

63.82

Ln unemploymentt-1

2,325***

2,002 – 2,648

160.6

Ln unemploymentt-2

-1,144***

-1,543 – -745.6

198.5

-11,087

-38,654 – 16,480

13,725

Ln populationt-1
Control of legislaturet-1

Constant
Observations
R-squared
Number of states

Note:
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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612
0.979
51

Table A.3

Effect of TANF Applicant Asset Limits on Applications
Program applicants per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.497***

0.301 – 0.693

0.0977

Applicant asset test (moderate)t-1

-8.718

-19.22 – 1.784

5.229

Applicant asset test (none)t-1

7.200

-5.164 – 19.56

6.155

Exempt one autot-1

4.165

-4.376 – 12.71

4.253

Exempt all autost-1

-1.169

-13.05 – 10.71

5.915

Ln populationt-1

-38.09

-197.4 – 121.2

79.32

Control of legislaturet-1

-7.137*

-15.63 – 1.358

4.229

-33.36**

-64.92 – -1.794

15.71

17.01*

-2.816 – 36.83

9.869

Great Recession

15.92***

8.219 – 23.62

3.833

Ln unemploymentt-1

52.62***

26.87 – 78.37

12.82

Ln unemploymentt-2

-44.42***

-62.31 – -26.53

8.905

487.6

-1,681 – 2,656

1,080

TANF applications per 100,000 residentst-1

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1
Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

Constant
Observations
R-squared
Number of states

663
0.392
51

Note:
*

p<0.1

** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table A.4

Effect of TANF Recipient Asset Limits on Applications
Program applicants per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.497***

0.301 – 0.693

0.0977

Recipient asset test (moderate)t-1

-8.718

-19.22 – 1.784

5.229

Recipient asset test (none)t-1

7.200

-5.164 – 19.56

6.155

Exempt one autot-1

4.165

-4.376 – 12.71

4.253

Exempt all autost-1

-1.169

-13.05 – 10.71

5.915

Ln populationt-1

-38.09

-197.4 – 121.2

79.32

Control of legislaturet-1

-7.137*

-15.63 – 1.358

4.229

33.36**

-64.92 – -1.794

15.71

17.01*

-2.816 – 36.83

9.869

Great Recession

15.92***

8.219 – 23.62

3.833

Ln unemploymentt-1

52.62***

26.87 – 78.37

12.82

Ln unemploymentt-2

-44.42***

-62.31 – -26.53

8.905

488.3

-1,681 – 2,657

1,080

TANF applications per 100,000 residentst-1

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1
Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

Constant
Observations
R-squared
Number of states

Note:
*

p<0.1

** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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-

663
0.391
51

Table A.5

Effect of TANF Applicant Asset Limits on Caseloads
Benefit recipients per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.842***

0.800 – 0.884

0.0208

97.88***

30.83 – 164.9

33.36

Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

59.00

-14.31 – 132.3

36.48

Exempt one autot-1

-37.77

-109.2 – 33.63

35.53

Exempt all autost-1

-9.373

-72.02 – 53.27

31.17

Ln populationt-1

-175.1

-699.3 – 349.2

260.9

-44.87**

-86.76 – -2.969

20.85

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1

-41.82

-379.7 – 296.0

168.1

Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

329.4**

38.37 – 620.4

144.8

6.597

-33.78 – 46.98

20.09

Ln unemploymentt-1

291.3***

182.3 – 400.2

54.20

Ln unemploymentt-2

-338.6***

-499.2 – -178.0

79.92

Constant

1,419

-5,761 – 8,598

3,573

Observations

650

TANF recipients per 100,000 residentst-1
Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1
Recipient asset limit (none)t-1
Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1

Control of legislaturet-1

Great Recession

R-squared
Number of states

0.818
50

Note:
** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table A.6

Effect of TANF Recipient Asset Limits on Caseloads
Benefit recipients per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

TANF recipients per 100,000 residentst-1

0.842***

0.800 – 0.884

0.0208

Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

97.88***

30.83 – 164.9

33.36

59.00

-14.31 – 132.3

36.48

Exempt one autot-1

-37.77

-109.2 – 33.63

35.53

Exempt all autost-1

-9.373

-72.02 – 53.27

31.17

Ln populationt-1

-175.1

-699.3 – 349.2

260.9

-44.87**

-86.76 – -2.969

20.85

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1

-41.82

-379.7 – 296.0

168.1

Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

329.4**

38.37 – 620.4

144.8

6.597

-33.78 – 46.98

20.09

Ln unemploymentt-1

291.3***

182.3 – 400.2

54.20

Ln unemploymentt-2

-338.6***

-499.2 – -178.0

79.92

Constant

1,411

-5,767 – 8,589

3,572

Observations

650

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1
Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1
Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

Control of legislaturet-1

Great Recession

R-squared
Number of states

Note:
** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts

16

0.818
50

Table A.7

Effect of TANF Recipient Asset Limits X Vehicle Exemptions on
Caseloads
Benefit recipients per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.843***

0.802 – 0.884

0.0203

-5.115

-157.5 – 147.3

75.85

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

95.84**

9.204 – 182.5

43.11

Exempt one autot-1

-9.499

-100.8 – 81.76

45.41

Exempt all autost-1

-32.75

-97.50 – 32.00

32.22

Moderate x exempt one autot-1

54.36

-64.53 – 173.3

59.17

Moderate x exempt all autost-1

189.5**

47.02 – 331.9

70.88

-167.6***

-270.9 – -64.35

51.39

-131.1

-669.3 – 407.1

267.8

-45.95**

-89.72 – -2.182

21.78

Ln pct. of population foreign-bornt-1

-57.23

-398.7 – 284.2

169.9

Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

325.5**

40.39 – 610.6

141.9

7.770

-33.54 – 49.08

20.56

Ln unemploymentt-1

289.1***

178.3 – 399.8

55.11

Ln unemploymentt-2

-343.9***

-507.9 – -179.8

81.64

886.4

-6,459 – 8,231

3,655

TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1
Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

None x exempt one autot-1
None x exempt all autost-1
Ln populationt-1
Control of legislaturet-1

Great Recession

Constant
Observations
R-squared
Number of states

650
0.819
50

Note:
** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table A.8

Effect of TANF Applicant Asset Limits X Vehicle Exemptions on
Caseloads
Benefit recipients per 100,000 residents
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

.84292***

0.802 – 0.884

0.0203

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1

182.07

76.90 – 287.25

52.336

Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

94.84**

8.432 – 181.28

43.11

Exempt one autot-1

-0.484

-78.1 – 77.13

39.62

Exempt all autost-1

-28.999

-97.08 – 39.09

33.88

Moderate x exempt one autot-1

-140.44

-303.17 – 22.27

80.97

-172.02***

-269.94 – -74.1

48.725

Ln populationt-1

-133.46

-670.49 – 403.5682

267.8

Control of legislaturet-1

-47.34**

-89.84 – -4.84

21.14

Pct. of population foreign-bornt-1

-53.88

-392.09 – 284.336

168.3

Ln max benefits for family of 3t-1

325.5**

40.39 – 610.6

141.8

8.035

-33.35 – 49.42

20.59

Ln unemploymentt-1

287.1***

177.5 – 397.94

54.84

Ln unemploymentt-2

-342.51***

-506.5 – -178.51

81.6

913.47

-6421.307 – 8248.249

3649.915

TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1

Moderate x exempt all autost-1
None x exempt one autot-1
None x exempt all autost-1

Great Recession

Constant
Observations
R-squared
Number of states

Note:
** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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650
0.819
50

Table A.9

Effect of Asset Limits and Vehicle Exemptions on Total Expenditures
Logged total expenditures
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.0287

-0.0619 – 0.119

0.0462

-0.00146

-0.14 – 0.137

0.0707

Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

-0.0261

-0.0882 – 0.036

0.0316

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

-0.0576

-0.161 – 0.046

0.0528

Exempt one autot-1

-0.0484

-0.111 – 0.0145

0.032

Exempt all autost-1

-0.0159

-0.0848 – 0.0531

0.0351

Ln unemploymentt-1

0.216***

0.102 – 0.330

0.0582

0.0722***

0.0212 – 0.123

0.0259

Great Recession

0.134***

0.0903 – 0.178

0.0222

Pct. of population in poverty (125% of the federal
poverty line)t-1

-0.0591

-0.171 – 0.0525

0.0568

Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

0.101**

0.00792 – 0.194

0.0473

0.763***

0.645 – 0.881

0.0601

0.982***

0.431 - 1.533

0.281

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1
Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

Ln TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1

Logged total expenditurest-1
Ln cash assistancet-1
Ln noncash assistancet-1
Ln administrativet-1
Ln administrative systemst-1
Constant
Observations
R-squared

714
0.946

Note:
** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table A.10

Effect of Asset Limits and Vehicle Exemptions on Cash-Assistance
Expenditures
Logged cash-assistance expenditures
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1

0.0984

-0.0468 – 0.244

0.0739

Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

-0.041

-0.244 – 0.162

0.103

Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

-0.123*

-0.256 – 0.0111

0.0681

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

0.00774

-0.119 – 0.134

0.0644

Exempt one autot-1

-0.0184

-0.0849 – 0.0481

0.0339

Exempt all autost-1

-0.0372

-0.148 – 0.0737

0.0565

Ln unemploymentt-1

0.170***

0.0819 – 0.257

0.0447

0.0953***

0.0405 – 0.150

0.0279

0.136***

0.0732 – 0.199

0.0319

0.127

-0.0569 – 0.31

0.0935

0.253***

0.100 – 0.406

0.0779

0.660***

0.499 – 0.822

0.0824

1.687***

0.602 – 2.773

0.553

Ln TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1
Great Recession
Pct. of population in poverty (125% of the federal
poverty line)t-1
Ln max benefits for family of 3t-1
Logged total expenditurest-1
Ln cash assistancet-1
Ln noncash assistancet-1
Ln administrativet-1
Ln administrative systemst-1
Constant
Observations
R-squared

Note:
*

p<0.1

*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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714
0.784

Table A.11

Effect of Asset Limits and Vehicle Exemptions on NoncashAssistance Expenditures
Logged noncash-assistance expenditures
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

-0.109

-0.489 – 0.27

0.193

0.468***

0.151 – 0.784

0.161

0.120**

0.00696 – 0.233

0.0576

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

-0.448***

-0.693 – -0.203

0.125

Exempt one autot-1

-0.244**

-0.429 – -0.0583

0.0944

Exempt all autost-1

-0.124**

-0.229 – -0.0202

0.0531

Ln unemploymentt-1

0.604***

0.274 – 0.935

0.168

Ln TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1

0.0640**

0.000660 – 0.127

0.0323

Great Recession

0.198***

0.0880 – 0.308

0.056

0.121

-0.11 – 0.352

0.118

0.536***

0.212 – 0.860

0.165

0.236

-0.144 – 0.615

0.193

3.123***

1.569 – 4.677

0.792

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1
Applicant asset limit (none)t-1
Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

Pct. of population in poverty (125% of the federal
poverty line)t-1
Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1
Logged total expenditurest-1
Ln cash assistancet-1
Ln noncash assistancet-1
Ln administrativet-1
Ln administrative systemst-1
Constant
Observations
R-squared

714
0.608

Note:
*

p<0.1

*** p<0.01
© 2016 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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Table A.12

Effect of Asset Limits and Vehicle Exemptions on Administrative
Expenditures
Logged administrative expenditures
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1

0.165**

0.0253 – 0.306

0.0714

Applicant asset limit (none)t-1

0.169*

-0.000741 – 0.338

0.0863

Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

-0.114**

-0.22 – -0.00776

0.0539

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

-0.127*

-0.267 – 0.0122

0.071

Exempt one autot-1

-0.0753*

-0.16 – 0.00906

0.043

Exempt all autost-1

-0.0618

-0.142 – 0.0183

0.0408

Ln unemploymentt-1

0.158**

0.0358 – 0.280

0.0623

Ln TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1

0.0693**

0.0116 – 0.127

0.0294

Great Recession

0.0595*

-0.000843 – 0.12

0.0307

0.113*

-0.00133 – 0.228

0.0585

0.257***

0.0677 – 0.447

0.0966

0.440**

0.0349 – 0.845

0.206

5.756***

1.405 – 10.11

2.216

Pct. of population in poverty (125% of the federal
poverty line)t-1
Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1
Logged total expenditurest-1
Ln cash assistancet-1
Ln noncash assistancet-1
Ln administrativet-1
Ln administrative systemst-1
Constant
Observations
R-squared

Note:
*

p<0.1

** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
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714
0.574

Table A.13

Effect of Asset Limits and Vehicle Exemptions on Administrative
Systems Expenditures
Logged administrative systems expenditures
Independent variables

Coefficient

Confidence interval

Standard error

0.0956***

0.0247 – 0.166

0.0361

0.0536

-0.0577 – 0.165

0.0567

-0.130***

-0.218 – -0.0421

0.0448

Recipient asset limit (none)t-1

-0.103*

-0.21 – 0.00387

0.0545

Exempt one autot-1

0.0132

-0.0371 – 0.0635

0.0256

Exempt all autost-1

-0.0506

-0.116 – 0.0146

0.0332

0.0787***

0.0227 – 0.135

0.0285

Ln TANF caseloads per 100,000 residentst-1

0.067

-0.016 – 0.15

0.0423

Great Recession

0.0225

-0.0278 – 0.0728

0.0256

Pct. of population in poverty (125% of the federal
poverty line)t-1

0.0325

-0.0742 – 0.139

0.0544

Ln maximum benefits for family of 3t-1

0.103**

0.0124 – 0.194

0.0462

Ln administrative systemst-1

0.466**

0.0864 – 0.846

0.193

Constant

6.702***

1.731 – 11.68

3.532

Applicant asset limit (moderate)t-1
Applicant asset limit (none)t-1
Recipient asset limit (moderate)t-1

Ln unemploymentt-1

Ln total expenditurest-1
Ln cash assistancet-1
Ln noncash assistance t-1
Ln administrative t-1

Observations
R-squared

714
0.445

Note:
*

p<0.1

** p<0.05
*** p<0.01
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TANF caseloads after welfare reform in 1996. For instance, see James P. Ziliak et al., “Accounting for the Decline in AFDC
Caseloads: Welfare Reform or the Economy?” Journal of Human Resources 35, no. 3 (2000): 570–86, http://econpapers.repec.
org/RePEc:uwp:jhriss:v:35:y:2000:i:3:p:570-586; and James P. Ziliak, “Social Policy and the Macro-Economy: What Drives
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14 In contrast to its approach to TANF, the federal government promoted SNAP during the Great Recession, including providing increased
funding through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act and waiving a three-month limit for able-bodied adults. Several studies
have documented the increase in SNAP caseloads after welfare reform and the recent recession. See James P. Ziliak, Craig Gundersen,
and David N. Figlio, “Food Stamp Caseloads Over the Business Cycle,” Southern Economic Journal 69, no. 4 (2003): 903–19, https://ideas.
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15 The fixed-effect regression analysis was used to test whether SNAP applicant asset limits predicted a state’s caseload. The results of the
regression indicate that the model explained 97 percent of the variance (R2=.979, F(9,50)=1826.32, p<.01). Dropping the SNAP asset
limit resulted in a statistically significant increase in the expected caseload ( = 407.80, p<.001) when the other independent variables
were held constant. We are 95 percent confident that the mean increase is between 205 and 610 cases per 100,000 residents. A 1
percent increase in a state’s unemployment resulted in a statistically significant increase in the expected caseload ( = 2324.98, p<.001)
when the other independent variables were held constant. The researchers are 95 percent confident that the mean increase is between
2,002 and 2,647 cases per 100,000 residents.
16 Ibid.
17 To isolate the contributory effects of factors other than asset limits, Pew used a fixed-effect linear regression model. Outlier TANF
caseload values were dropped from the regression analysis of asset limits and caseloads because single observations were having a
disproportionate effect on the outcome of the models. See the methodology for more information.
18 The fixed-effect regression analysis tested if either recipient or applicant asset limits significantly predicted a state’s caseload. The results
of the regression indicate that the model explained 82 percent of the variance (R2=.818, F(12,49)=552.85, p<.01). Changing to a moderate
applicant or recipient asset limit from a low asset limit resulted in a statistically significant increase in the expected caseload ( = 97.88,
p<.001) when the other independent variables were held constant. The researchers are 95 percent confident that the mean increase is
between 30.83 and 164.9 cases per 100,000 residents.
19 The fixed-effect regression analysis tested whether the interaction of asset limits and vehicle exemption policies significantly predict a
state’s caseload. The results indicate that the model explained 82 percent of the variance (R2=.819, F(14,49), p<.01). The interactive effect
of eliminating the applicant asset limit and exempting at least one vehicle from asset testing resulted in a statistically significant decrease
in a state’s average monthly caseload ( = -98.79, p<.001) when the other independent variables were held constant. The analysis finds
with 95 percent confidence that the mean decrease is between -153.45 and -44.13 cases per 100,000 residents. The interactive effect of
eliminating the recipient asset limit and exempting at least one vehicle from asset testing resulted in a statistically significant decrease
in a state’s average monthly caseload ( = -172.02, p<.001) when the other independent variables were held constant. We are 95 percent
confident that the mean decrease is between -269.94 and -74.10 cases per 100,000 residents.
20 Although the regression coefficient is significant at a confidence level of .10, the confidence interval contains a value that in a practical sense
is asymptotical to zero. Therefore, we are erring on the conservative side and holistically interpreting the coefficient as not significant.
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