
  

STRATEGIES FOR INCREASING TANF WORK PARTICIPATION RATES 

Achieving Higher TANF Work Participation Rates: Case 
Studies from Maryland and Utah  

 

Mathematica Policy 
Research, Inc. 

BY Jacqueline Kauff and Michelle K. Derr 

Brief #4    December 2008  

ABSTRACT 
ABOUT THIS PROJECT AND BRIEF 

This practice brief is one of a series describing state 
and local Strategies for Increasing TANF Work 
Participation Rates. The Deficit Reduction Act of 
2005 resulted in significant increases in the effec-
tive work participation rates that states must 
achieve. The series of briefs is designed to assist 
state and local officials in thinking about strategies 
that might aid them in meeting federal work par-
ticipation requirements in their TANF programs.  

The briefs in this series draw on information 
gleaned from case studies of nine programs and 
describe approaches adopted by selected states 
and/or local offices that might be of interest to oth-
er program administrators. None of these  
programs has been rigorously evaluated, so their 
effectiveness is unknown. The U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services does not specifically 
endorse any of the approaches described in this se-
ries. All briefs in the series can be accessed at 
Hhttp://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp08/TANFWPR

Both Maryland and Utah have more than doubled 
their state Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) work participation rates within a one-year 
period. Maryland’s rate increased from 20.5 percent 
in fiscal year (FY) 2005 to 44.5 percent in FY 2006, 
and Utah’s rate increased from 16 percent in Octo-
ber 2006 to 45.5 percent in October 2007. They ac-
complished these results through a combination of 
strategies aimed at increasing the number of TANF 
recipients engaged in federally countable program 
activities for the requisite number of hours per week. 
Both adopted a philosophy of universal engagement, 
a performance monitoring system, work experience 
and subsidized employment programs, and solely 
state-funded programs for subgroups of recipients. In 
addition, Maryland uses designated staff to help 
counties increase their participation rates and pay-
for-performance contracts with employment service 
vendors, while Utah uses a transitional benefits pro-
gram for those who become employed and compre-
hensive sanction policies and procedures. This brief 
describes each of the strategies these states imple-
mented.  

H. 

This brief was prepared by Mathematica Policy Re-
search, Inc., (MPR) under contract to the U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services, Office of 
the Assistant Secretary for Planning and  
Evaluation and the Administration for Children and 
Families.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Recent legislation has increased pressure on states to 
engage more TANF recipients in work or work-
related activities. States that do not engage a mini-
mum percentage of welfare recipients in specified 
activities for a specified number of hours per week 
face financial penalties. Some states have attempted 
to increase their work participation rate by closing 
cases that are not meeting or are not likely to meet 
their work requirements, thereby reducing the size of 

 



the state’s caseloads. Others have implemented new 
service strategies to increase the likelihood that re-
cipients on the caseload can participate in the re-
quired activities for the requisite number of hours.  

Maryland and Utah are two examples of states that 
have taken a multipronged approach to increasing 
their state’s work participation rates, and both have 
more than doubled their rates within one year of im-
plementing most of their reforms. Both states adopted 
a universal engagement philosophy; implemented a 
system that uses program data to monitor program 
performance and increase participation in work ac-
tivities; increased their use of work experience and 
subsidized employment programs; and created solely 
state-funded programs for subgroups of recipients. In 
addition, each implemented several strategies not 
adopted by the other state. Maryland hired designated 
staff to help counties increase their participation 
rates, and several larger counties implemented pay-
for-performance contracts with their employment 
service vendors. Utah implemented a transitional 
benefits program that continues to pay a cash grant to 
people who have moved into competitive employ-
ment, and has overhauled its sanction policies and 
procedures.  

This practice brief—based on data collected during 
telephone interviews with state program administra-
tors, in-person site visits to three localities in Mary-
land (Montgomery County, Wicomico County, and 
Baltimore City), and in-person site visits to Salt Lake 
City in Utah—describes each state’s strategy. It high-
lights the experiences and successes of two states that 
adopted a variety of strategies in their efforts to 
achieve their work participation goals. 

BACKGROUND  

Historically, the TANF work participation rates in 
Maryland and Utah have been low. In the years prior 
to the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (DRA), the rates 
in both states were substantially below the national 
average, which remained relatively constant at 32–34 
percent between FY 2000 and FY 2004. Based upon 
data submitted to the Department of Health and Hu-
man Services (HHS) Administration for Children and 
Families (ACF), Maryland’s rate ranged from 6 per-
cent in FY 2000 to 16 percent in FY 2004 (see Figure 
1). The rate the state was required to meet also was 
low, however, largely because the state received a  
 

Figure 1.  TANF Work Participation Rate—Maryland and US 
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Note: The required rate is the adjusted work participation rate, based on the state's caseload reduction credit. 

2 



substantial credit for caseload declines from FY 1995 
levels. Thus, despite its low participation rate, the 
state was able to meet federal requirements each year. 
Based on data submitted to ACF, the rate in Utah also 
was lower than the national average in the years prior 
to the DRA, but was much closer to it than was 
Maryland, ranging from 26 to 31 percent between 
2000 and 2004 (see Figure 2). These data from Utah 
were, however, based on state reporting practices that 
were not consistent with the new requirements cre-
ated under the DRA. In October 2006, Utah changed 
its management information system practices so that 
the work participation rate calculation was based on 
the DRA reporting requirements. If the state had used 
these new reporting practices earlier, Utah’s partici-
pation rate likely would have been half of what was 
reported for 2000 to 2004.  

The debate leading up to the reauthorization of the 
TANF program led administrators in both states to 
conclude that they needed to substantially increase 
their work participation rates. Administrators in Mar-
yland anticipated that welfare reauthorization legisla-

tion would make changes to the participation rate 
calculation which would make it difficult for the state 
to meet required rates going forward without substan-
tial TANF policy, programmatic, or administrative 
changes. Thus, in FY 2004, in anticipation of the 
DRA, Maryland set into motion a series of new ef-
forts designed to increase the state’s work participa-
tion rate.  

Similarly, anticipated changes concerning TANF’s 
reauthorization coupled with concerns about their 
dwindling caseload reduction credit prompted state 
and regional TANF administrators in Utah to rethink 
the state’s approach to work participation require-
ments. Just prior to and shortly after the DRA, ad-
ministrators instituted an aggressive statewide 
planning effort to revise the TANF program and cre-
ated a steering committee and nine subcommittees to 
explore strategies for increasing the work participa-
tion rate. This planning effort led to the implementa-
tion of several policy and procedural changes. 

 

 
Figure 2.  TANF Work Participation Rate—Utah and US 
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The policy, programmatic, and administrative 
changes each state made have met with success. 
Maryland’s work participation rate more than dou-
bled between FY 2003 and FY 2005 (from 9.1 to 
20.5 percent) and then again between FY 2005 and 
FY 2006 (from 20.5 to 44.5 percent). Utah’s partici-
pation rate increased from 30.3 percent in FY 2005 to 
42.5 percent in FY 2006 based on the state’s old data 
reporting system, and from 16 percent in October 
2006 to 45.5 percent in October 2007 based on the 
new system. 

IMPLEMENTING A UNIVERSAL ENGAGEMENT 
MODEL 

While Utah had begun experimenting with a univer-
sal engagement model as early as 1993, Maryland 
implemented such a model in September 2003 in an-
ticipation of TANF reauthorization. The universal 
engagement model views self-sufficiency as a con-
tinuum. The concept is that everybody can engage in 
some type of activity for some period of time, regard-
less of his or her personal or family circumstances. 
Recipients who can engage in 40 hours of federally 
countable activities should do so, but those who can-
not meet that standard because of physical, mental, or 
intellectual limitations should be expected to do what 
they can. Some of their activities might not be related 
to work directly, but are necessary in order to prepare 
for work in the near future. For instance, a recipient 
who is temporarily unable to work due to a medical 
incapacity might be expected to spend one hour per 
week attending medical appointments or rehabilita-
tive treatment, while a recipient who is temporarily 
unable to work because of a recent birth might be ex-
pected to spend time caring for her newborn and re-
searching child care options. Thus, in Maryland and 
Utah, universal engagement does not necessarily 
mean that every recipient is engaged in federally 
countable activities. Tasks such as attending medical 
appointments or caring for a young child are consid-
ered state-defined activities that do not count toward 
the federal work participation rate calculation.  

The theory behind the universal engagement model is 
that engaging recipients in any activity and progres-
sively increasing the number of hours engaged even-
tually helps to move recipients into federally 

countable activities for the federally required hours. 
Embedded within the theory are two key precepts: (1) 
in order to meet the federal work requirements, some 
TANF recipients first need to focus on removing per-
sonal barriers to employment, and participation in 
activities focused on mitigating barriers will prepare 
recipients to take part in countable work activities in 
the future; and (2) participation begets more partici-
pation; that is, once a recipient starts participating in 
an activity at least minimally, the number of hours 
the recipient spends in activities in general, and 
countable activities in particular, is likely to increase 
over time. Thus, universal engagement is a means to 
achieving the federal work participation requirement.  

Maryland and Utah implement the universal engage-
ment model somewhat differently. Utah provides no 
exemptions from the work requirements; all recipi-
ents are subject to the same requirements and ex-
pected to participate to their maximum ability. The 
state holds program staff accountable to one partici-
pation measure—the federal work participation 
rate—and expects counties to achieve a 50 percent 
rate (and each case manager to achieve a 50 percent 
rate for their caseload).  

Maryland, on the other hand, distinguishes its univer-
sal engagement requirement from its work participa-
tion requirement. All TANF recipients are subject to 
the state’s universal engagement requirement—that 
is, they are required to participate in at least one fed-
erally countable or state-defined activity for at least 
one hour per week. Only some recipients, however, 
are subject to its work participation requirement—
that is, single-parents are required to participate in 
activities for at least 40 hours per week (30 of which 
must be federally countable core activities if they do 
not have children under age 6, and 20 of which must 
be federally countable core activities if they do); 
adults in two-parent families in which one parent is 
providing child care to their own child must partici-
pate in activities for a combined total of 35 hours per 
week (30 of which must be in federally countable 
core activities); and adults in two-parent families that 
receive federally-funded child care assistance must 
participate in activities for a combined total of 55 
hours per week (50 of which must be in federally 
countable core activities).1 Maryland exempts recipi-
ents from this requirement if they are (1) caring for a 
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child under one year of age (limited to 12 months in a 
lifetime); (2) a parent caring for an ill or disabled 
household member who does not attend school full 
time; (3) long-term disabled (that is, disabled for 12 
months or more) and applying for or receiving Sup-
plemental Security Income (SSI); (4) subject to a 
work-related sanction for not more than 3 months in a 
12-month period; (5) a needy caretaker relative not 
receiving assistance; or (6) under age 16 or age 16-18 
and in school full time. While Maryland’s work par-
ticipation rate goal is 50 percent of all families, its 
universal engagement rate goal is 100 percent.2 

To help achieve the universal engagement goal, both 
states require all TANF applicants to engage in fed-
erally countable or state-defined activities. In Utah, 
state TANF administrators implemented a statewide 
requirement for completion of a standardized pro-
gram orientation during which applicants are in-
formed about the program requirements, available 
resources to help them meet those requirements, and 
consequences of nonparticipation. Before financial 
benefits are issued, applicants also must review and 
sign a participation agreement that specifies the ac-
tivities in which they will participate as well as their 
commitment to participate. In the counties we visited 
in Maryland, required activities during application 
included a TANF program orientation, job search, a 
job readiness workshop, skills training, and/or work 
experience.3 County staff responsible for eligibility 
determinations could not open a TANF case until re-
ceiving confirmation that the applicant had a personal 
responsibility plan (similar to the participation 
agreement in Utah), was enrolled in an activity, and 
was adhering to the plan. In both states the applicant 
requirements serve the purpose of reinforcing the 
message of mandatory participation and work, thus 
helping to ensure that recipients enter the rolls know-
ing how and prepared to comply. In Maryland, mak-
ing the development of, and cooperation with, a 
personal responsibility plan a condition of TANF eli-
gibility also ensures that all applicants who enter the 
rolls do so already engaged in activities.4 In state fis-
cal year (SFY) 2007, for example, about 22 percent 
of TANF applicants in Montgomery County and 45 
percent in Wicomico County actually became recipi-
ents and virtually all who did (99 percent in each 
county) entered TANF already engaged.5 While there 
are no data on the percent of applicants who do not 

become TANF recipients because of employment or 
because of failure to cooperate with work require-
ments, more than one-quarter of total TANF job 
placements in Montgomery County in SFY 2007 
were attributable to applicants, although these did not 
count toward the work participation rate.  

USING DATA TO MONITOR PROGRAM 
PERFORMANCE 

In anticipation of TANF reauthorization legislation, 
both Maryland and Utah began using data more ef-
fectively to monitor and improve program perform-
ance. This strategy did not require the development 
of new data collection systems but did require an in-
tegrated method of using and reporting existing data. 
Both states developed new data reports to accomplish 
three specific objectives: (1) to clarify program ex-
pectations for staff; (2) to hold staff accountable for 
their performance and contribution (or lack thereof) 
toward participation goals; and (3) to help staff at all 
levels (case management, supervisory, and adminis-
trative) identify problems quickly and brainstorm 
ways to improve the participation rate. Maryland’s 
tools and procedures are based on a system devel-
oped in New York City.  New York City’s system 
and Utah’s system both are described in detail in 
Brief #2 of this series, “Using Data to Monitor and 
Improve the Work Participation of TANF Recipients: 
Examples from New York City and Utah.” 

Utah uses two data reports to track case management 
activity and monitor clients’ activities as well as cli-
ents’ progress in meeting participation requirements. 
Both were derived from the state’s Your Online Data 
Access system, which contains detailed client- and 
program-level information for a variety of programs 
(including the TANF, food stamp, and Workforce 
Investment Act programs).  

Case managers and supervisors in Utah use the Case 
Management Customer Report (CMCR) to identify 
potential participation problems. The report provides 
a real-time snapshot of the assigned activities and 
hours for each TANF recipient, by case manager. The 
CMCR summarizes recent case manager activity for 
each case and identifies recipients not meeting par-
ticipation requirements. In addition, the report in-
cludes warning flags on recipients whose assigned 
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hours are insufficient to meet participation require-
ments or who have been assigned to job search activi-
ties for more than the maximum number of countable 
weeks in the current year.  

The Participation Report provides information on the 
participation rate at all levels, from the state to indi-
vidual case managers. The report is formatted like the 
dashboard of a car, with one gauge in the state-level 
report for each region of the state. The four dials on 
each gauge represent different participation rate cal-
culations: (1) the year-to-date rate based on planned 
hours, (2) the year-to-date rate based on verified 
hours, (3) the current monthly rate based on verified 
hours, and (4) the rate for the remainder of the year 
that would be needed to meet the required 50 percent 
annual rate. If a user selects a region, the report dis-
plays a set of dashboard gauges for each office within 
the region. Selecting an office provides a set of 
dashboard gauges for each team of case managers, 
and selecting a team will display gauges for each case 
manager. At the case manager level, the Participation 
Report provides easy access to detailed participation 
information for each recipient and complements the 
CMCR by tracking both actual and planned activities 
and hours.  

In April 2004, Maryland began using the JobStat sys-
tem, a management system designed to monitor each 
county’s performance relative to the state’s perform-
ance, particularly with respect to the state’s work par-
ticipation and universal engagement goals. The heart 
of the JobStat system is a monthly report that summa-
rizes monthly and year-to-date outcomes on key 
measures including the timeliness of application 
processing, benefit payment accuracy, fiscal spend-
ing, and “client independence” (including the 
caseload reduction rate; the employment placement, 
job retention, and earnings gain rates; and the univer-
sal engagement and work participation rates). Much 
like a school report card, the report scores counties 
on their performance on each indicator and gives a 
combined score as well. The report summarizes the 
data in table format on one page but is supplemented 
with additional graphic displays of the data.  

The state developed the template for the JobStat re-
port and produces it each month using data from 
various state management information systems. Vir-
tually all of the statistics in the report exist in data 

systems or in other data reports; JobStat simply 
makes existing data more accessible. Producing the 
JobStat report requires no effort on the part of the 
counties. Reports are available on the state TANF 
agency’s website and counties merely are required to 
download, print, and distribute them to relevant staff 
each month. A separate report exists for each county 
in the state and any county may access any report. 

The JobStat system incorporates a formal process to 
review the report and discuss strategies for improve-
ment. Local managers are required to meet monthly 
with state staff to discuss their performance on each 
JobStat indicator. The meetings are intended to cele-
brate accomplishments and encourage local staff to 
maintain positive results, to hold local staff account-
able for shortcomings in their performance, and to 
consider and subsequently address factors that may 
be impeding their performance. The objective is not 
to criticize local managers, but rather to judge them 
on their awareness of potential problems and their 
strategies to improve conditions. The team approach 
creates a forum for analyzing problems by combining 
the talents of administrators and line managers and 
helps local staff to make informed decisions. State 
staff can offer suggestions to local staff based on ex-
periences in other counties or best practices in other 
states. An Action Item Report identifies tasks to be 
accomplished by the county going forward, persons 
who are responsible for each task, deadlines for each 
task, and results from these team meetings.  

While some counties—like Montgomery and Wico-
mico—were monitoring outcomes on their own prior 
to JobStat, the system has helped them to examine 
outcomes that they could not measure before because 
of lack of access to either the appropriate data or staff 
resources. JobStat also has served as a quality control 
check of their pre-existing efforts to monitor out-
comes and as a means for putting local outcomes into 
context (by comparing local performance to the per-
formance of other counties and to the state as a 
whole). In addition, the report card aspect results in a 
process of continuous improvement by encouraging 
local staff to ask why they did not receive the maxi-
mum possible score and to devise strategies for in-
creasing their score the following month.  

Baltimore City uses a more detailed management in-
formation system, called CenterStat, to monitor its 
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performance. Like JobStat, the system is comprised 
of monthly reports and meetings, but the outcome 
measures are more refined and specific than those in 
JobStat. For instance, while JobStat reports the uni-
versal engagement and work participation rates, Cen-
terStat provides all of the elements that feed into 
these calculations. These elements include the total 
number of TANF cases; the percentage that were en-
gaged under the universal engagement provision (and 
among those, the percentage that were engaged in 
federally countable work activities, the percentage 
that were engaged in state-defined activities, and the 
percentage whose cases were closed in the month); 
the percentage of cases subject to and exempt from 
the state’s work participation rate requirement; the 
percentage that were meeting their federal work re-
quirements; and, among those that weren’t, the per-
centage that were not participating at all, the 
percentages that were participating in activities for 
one to 20 hours per week, 21 to 24 hours per week, 
25 to 29 hours per week, and for 30 or more hours 
per week but not in enough federally countable ac-
tivities. While JobStat provides data for the city as a 
whole, CenterStat provides data for each of the city’s 
eight local service centers.  

Baltimore City began using CenterStat reports in 
January 2004 and began conducting monthly meet-
ings with each local service center in September 
2005. Center managers participate in each meeting 
and other staff participate on a rotating basis. Involv-
ing front-line staff in these meetings focuses staff at 
all levels on the same goals. Because case managers 
have an essential role in providing the supports and 
services to TANF recipients that can enable their par-
ticipation in work and work-related activities, it is 
critical that case managers understand the connection 
between the work they do everyday and the overall 
participation rate. The monthly CenterStat reports 
and employment case management meetings contrib-
ute to this goal.  

UTILIZING WORK EXPERIENCE AND 
SUBSIDIZED EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS 

Both Maryland and Utah increased their use of pro-
grams that provide work opportunities for TANF re-
cipients that can count toward meeting federal 
requirements—specifically, work experience and 

subsidized employment programs. In both states, ad-
ministrators provided guidance to localities in mak-
ing more extensive use of work experience and 
provided additional funding that enabled the creation 
of new subsidized employment programs. 

Work Experience Programs. In 2005, Maryland be-
gan encouraging counties to expand the use of work 
experience as a means toward achieving universal 
engagement and meeting federal work participation 
rates. The state issued several memoranda providing 
technical assistance to counties to ensure that work 
placements are responsive to the Fair Labor Stan-
dards Act requirements while maximizing the hours 
recipients may spend in work experience. In re-
sponse, some counties created new work experience 
programs and others increased the number of avail-
able work experience slots in existing programs by 
partnering with additional employers for placement 
sites. For example, Baltimore City has had a long-
term partnership with the Mayor’s Office of Em-
ployment Development for work experience posi-
tions, but in recent years also has conducted an 
extensive marketing campaign to develop new work-
site agreements with other public and private for-
profit and non-profit employers. The unit of job de-
velopers from the city’s Department of Social Ser-
vices called itself the Baltimore Employment 
Exchange (BEE) to present a more business-like, 
rather than a social services, image to employers. 
Currently, the city has worksite agreements with 50 
to 60 employers, the majority of which are in private 
for-profit organizations. Between 200 and 250 TANF 
recipients are in BEE work experience positions—
such as clerical, hospitality, or custodial positions—
at any point in time.6 

In addition to expanding the number of work experi-
ence slots, some counties in Maryland have used 
work experience in unique ways. Wicomico County 
provides a good example. First, the county contracted 
with a vendor to provide 15 drop-in slots in addition 
to 30 traditional slots. Drop-in slots are intended for 
use by clients who are waiting for another program 
activity to begin and who otherwise would be inac-
tive during that time. A client who is slated to begin a 
training program in two weeks, for example, can par-
ticipate in a work experience position in the interim, 
and thereby continue to count toward the state par-
ticipation requirements (and the federal requirement 
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if the client participates for sufficient hours) without 
using up time in time-limited activities such as job 
search. Second, the county uses work experience to 
round out hours that clients spend in other activities 
such as GED classes or training programs. Clients 
who participate in 20 hours of education or training 
can supplement these hours with work experience so 
that they may be counted toward the federal work 
participation rate (assuming that they can be required 
to work at least 10 hours based on Fair Labor Stan-
dards Act criteria). And third, the county uses work 
experience during the TANF application process so 
that those who become recipients enter the rolls al-
ready engaged in a non-time-limited federally count-
able activity. 

In Utah, the state TANF administrative entity shifted 
responsibility for developing work experience sites 
from employment case managers, who had few busi-
ness contacts and were not trained to do employer 
outreach, to existing business consultants.  Business 
consultants are state employees located in workforce 
centers whose roles are consistent with those of a job 
developer. In addition, the state encouraged case 
managers to refer more recipients to this activity. In 
the past about six percent of recipients were assigned 
to work experience; now that number is about one-
third. To ensure there were enough slots for all of 
these clients, the state began encouraging their educa-
tion and training providers to offer work experience 
in addition to education and training services. 

Subsidized Supported Employment Programs. Be-
ginning in SFY 2006, Maryland allocated funding to 
counties to design subsidized employment programs 
as an additional means of moving toward universal 
engagement and meeting the federal work participa-
tion rate. The state created a standardized contract for 
counties to use with employers that established the 
responsibilities and scope of services to be provided 
by the counties and the employers. It required that 
employers hire TANF recipients for a minimum of 30 
and a maximum of 40 hours per week. It also speci-
fied that the counties would reimburse employers 100 
percent of gross salary costs for each of the first two 
4-week periods of the participant’s employment, 50 
percent for the third 4-week period, and 25 percent 
for the fourth 4-week period (up to $8,000 for each 
participant). If an employer permanently hires the 
client and the client completes a fifth 4-week period 

of employment, the employer would be reimbursed 
by the county for the balance of the gross salary costs 
for the third and fourth 4-week periods (i.e., 125 per-
cent of gross costs for a 4-week period, derived by 
adding 50 percent from the third 4-week period and 
75 percent from the fourth 4-week period).  

Baltimore City is one of only a few counties in the 
state that has taken advantage of the additional fund-
ing to create a subsidized employment program. 
Since the early 1990s, the city has been operating a 
grant diversion program that reimburses an employer 
for up to $300 of total wage costs per month. The 
money was intended to cover the costs of training as 
an incentive for employers to hire TANF recipients 
who may not be completely work ready or do not 
have the requisite skills for a particular job. Balti-
more City took advantage of the new funding from 
the state to build on its successes with the grant di-
version program and expand its capacity to provide 
subsidized employment opportunities for its recipi-
ents. Only recipients with recent and/or substantial 
work history may participate in the program. Cur-
rently, Baltimore City has subsidized employment 
agreements with approximately 35 employers.  

Utah allocated $1 million to the local regions to de-
velop innovative strategies to increase work partici-
pation rates. Two of the five regions used the funds to 
create supported employment programs for TANF 
recipients with mental health disabilities. For exam-
ple, the northern region began referring TANF re-
cipients to the Diversified Employment Opportunity 
(DEO) program operated by a large county mental 
health treatment provider, Davis Behavioral Health 
(DBH). DBH hires TANF recipients living with men-
tal health disabilities as permanent employees and 
pays them $6.50 per hour to perform jobs within the 
agency such as janitorial work, food service, clerical, 
or landscaping. Work hours are based on clients’ 
mental health status. Typically, clients start out work-
ing a small number of hours and gradually increase 
them as their conditions improve and their capacity to 
work increases. While recipients’ wages are paid by 
DBH, supportive services such as child care are paid 
for with TANF funds. Currently, the program is 
small, but plans exist to replicate it in other parts of 
the region and another program based on the DEO 
model is in the works. 
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CREATING SOLELY STATE FUNDED 
PROGRAMS7 

Both Maryland and Utah recently created new, solely 
state-funded programs. These programs help the 
states avoid fiscal penalties for failing to meet work 
participation rate requirements by removing families 
from the TANF caseload that they believe have very 
little chance of meeting their work participation re-
quirements either individually or as a group. Both 
states pay assistance to families in the program with 
state general funds that are not counted toward meet-
ing their Maintenance of Effort (MOE) requirement. 
Maryland’s program has been in operation since 2003 
using MOE funds, but was converted to a solely 
state-funded program in 2006. Utah created its pro-
gram in 2006.  

Both Maryland and Utah created solely state funded 
programs for two-parent families. Both maintain the 
same work requirements for these families that were 
in place through each state’s TANF program; in 
Utah, parents have to participate for a total of 60 
hours per week and in Maryland, for a total of 35 
hours (30 of which must be in federally countable 
core activities) unless the family receives federally 
funded child care in which case the requirement in-
creases to 55 hours per week (50 of which must be in 
federally countable core activities). One major differ-
ence between the two programs is that in Maryland, 
families receive the same standard cash assistance 
grant they would have received under TANF, while 
in Utah clients receive a grant based on the hours 
they participate following a pay-for-performance 
model. 

In addition to its two-parent program, Maryland cre-
ated a solely state-funded program targeted to TANF 
recipients who are living with a disability expected to 
last longer than 12 months and who are applying for 
SSI. By state law, TANF applicants or recipients liv-
ing with a long-term disability cannot be required to 
participate in work activities. They are, however, re-
quired to submit an application for SSI and cooperate 
with the Disability Entitlement Advocacy Program 
(DEAP), which was created to help individuals with 
disabilities through the SSI application process. Pro-
gram participants are required to authorize the Social 
Security Administration to reimburse the Maryland 
Department of Human Resources for any benefits 

they receive during the application period. If recipi-
ents fail to submit an SSI application or otherwise do 
not cooperate with the DEAP program, they are re-
quired to participate in work activities and are subject 
to the same sanctions as all other TANF recipients. 
Administrators and program guides instruct case 
managers and vendors to be very careful when refer-
ring a recipient with a long-term disability to a work 
activity. Maryland’s TANF manual, developed to 
provide assistance to program staff in understanding 
and implementing all aspects of the state’s TANF 
work participation and education requirements, in-
structs staff to “evaluate the program available to en-
sure that the customer is in a program that he or she 
can succeed at and gain employment skills and 
knowledge” before referring a recipient with a long-
term disability to an educational or vocational pro-
gram. In so doing, the state hopes to ensure that (1) 
customers are not denied SSI because they are em-
ployed, (2) customers are not set up for failure by be-
ing assigned to activities they cannot do, and (3) 
customers are not “warehoused” by being assigned to 
an activity that does not move them toward inde-
pendence. 

STRATEGIES UNIQUE TO MARYLAND  

Hiring Work Participation Specialists. In SFY 2005, 
Maryland created a new position within the state 
TANF agency called a Work Participation Specialist. 
According to the state’s official job description, “The 
main purpose of this position is to assist local de-
partment administration and case management staff 
in achieving the 50 percent federal work participation 
rate and maintaining the 100 percent universal en-
gagement rate. Critical to this purpose are the moni-
toring and tracking of the local department’s success 
in having TANF recipients participate in work activi-
ties, identifying the systemic and individual reasons 
why participation is not occurring and the recom-
mendation to senior management of effective strate-
gies (such as operational changes and/or procedures) 
to ensure an on-going work participation rate of 50 
percent or greater.” The Governor’s supplemental 
budget for that year provided for 24 such positions to 
be placed in local offices throughout the state. While 
there are 24 counties in the state of Maryland, some 
larger counties have multiple specialists while some 
specialists are responsible for multiple smaller coun-
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ties. Requirements for the position include experience 
with TANF and a college degree. 

Work Participation Specialists use several strategies 
and sources of information to accomplish their goal 
of ensuring that counties meet state and federal par-
ticipation requirements. First, they review primary 
data and data reports from management information 
systems to examine participation patterns and iden-
tify clients who are not participating to the maximum 
extent possible or in accordance with their personal 
responsibility plans. Second, they regularly interact 
with program staff (including county or city staff and 
staff from contracted service providers) through for-
mal case reviews as well as informal communication 
to discuss and address participation issues on a case-
by-case basis, as well as more broadly. And third, 
they meet directly with clients to identify and attempt 
to resolve barriers to participation or, alternatively, to 
suggest amendments to the personal responsibility 
plans that include more appropriate activities or hour 
requirements. 

Shifting to Performance-Based Contracts. Many 
counties in Maryland rely on vendors—that is private 
non- or for-profit agencies in the community—to 
provide services to TANF applicants and recipients. 
In July 2004, Montgomery County became the first 
county in the state (and the County Department of 
Health and Human Services became the first agency 
in the county) to shift from cost reimbursement con-
tracts with vendors to pay-for-performance contracts.  
Baltimore City did so in February 2006.  

In the pay-for-performance structure, vendors are 
paid a set amount for each client who accomplishes 
specified milestones. Vendors are reimbursed based 
on a system of payment points designed to motivate 
the vendors to focus on achieving desired outcomes 
for each recipient. For example, there are three types 
of payment points in Baltimore City’s contracts: (1) 
for each client engaged in 30 hours of activities per 
week (and at least 20 in federally countable core ac-
tivities) throughout the month; (2) for each client 
who remains in an unsubsidized job paying minimum 
wage or more for at least 30 hours per week for four 
consecutive weeks; and (3) for each client who re-
mains employed for 17 weeks within a 7-month pe-
riod and for whom the vendor achieved the second 
payment point.8 Because vendors do not receive pay-

ment for providing services to clients who do not 
meet the federal work participation requirements, 
they have an incentive to place recipients into count-
able work activities for the requisite hours as quickly 
as possible.  

Montgomery County uses a system of graduated 
payment points to motivate its one employment ser-
vices vendor to focus on encouraging recipients to 
achieve maximum participation. The contract speci-
fies a series of milestones for clients to accomplish 
and the closer the milestone is to the goal of meeting 
the federal work participation rate requirement, the 
higher the vendor’s payment. For example, in No-
vember 2004, the state instructed counties to require 
recipients not exempt from the federal participation 
rate requirement to participate in activities for 40 
hours per week. The hope was that even if clients 
missed some hours of activities because of circum-
stances such as seeing a doctor or caring for sick chil-
dren, they could still meet the minimum federally 
acceptable level of participation of 30 hours per week 
(or 20 hours per week for single parents with a child 
under age 6). To encourage the vendor to focus on 
the 40-hour requirement, Montgomery County pays 
its vendor the highest amount per client ($500) for 
those who participate for 40 hours per week through-
out the month. For each client the vendor engages in 
less than 40 hours per week (even if the client meets 
the federal work participation rate requirement by 
participating for 30 hours per week), the county pays 
less than half that amount—$205 per client.9   

In addition to payment points, bonuses can keep ven-
dors and clients focused on meeting state and federal 
participation requirements. In Montgomery County, 
for instance, if the county achieves a greater than 50 
percent federal work participation rate, the vendor 
receives a bonus equivalent to the difference between 
the $205 payment and the $500 payment for each cli-
ent who is counted toward the federal work participa-
tion rate but participating for less than 40 hours per 
week. If a client participates for 40 hours per week 
for an entire month and is enrolled in a core activity 
that counts toward the federal work participation rate 
calculation, that client receives a bonus of $100. In 
addition, the first time the client becomes employed, 
the client is paid a bonus of $150. The vendor issues 
client bonuses and is reimbursed by the county.  
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While Baltimore City’s pay-for-performance con-
tracts do not use bonuses, they use other tools to en-
courage vendors to reach specified participation 
goals. The contracts establish only one goal for ven-
dors—that at least 70 percent of their clients must be 
counted toward the federal work participation rate. 
While there are no additional financial incentives 
provided for reaching this goal, vendors that fail to 
reach the goal must write a corrective action plan 
identifying how they will succeed in the future. The 
goal of 70 percent is substantially higher than the 
federal work participation rate required of states (50 
percent of all families) because only TANF recipients 
who are not exempt from the federal work participa-
tion rate requirement are referred to a vendor. To-
gether, these recipients must achieve a participation 
rate that is high enough to compensate for the low 
participation rate among other TANF recipients who 
are exempt from the work requirement and never re-
ferred to a vendor but are still included in the federal 
work participation rate calculation. 

STRATEGIES UNIQUE TO UTAH 

Providing Income Supplements to Working Fami-
lies. In May 2007, Utah implemented a transitional 
benefits program that continues to pay a cash grant 
for a period of three months to those recipients who 
have moved into unsubsidized employment and be-
come ineligible for TANF benefits because their 
earnings are too high. The transitional grant encour-
ages job retention and allows those who are no longer 
eligible for TANF due to earnings to continue to 
count toward the work participation rate as long as 
they receive the grant.  

Eligible individuals consist of those who (1) have re-
ceived TANF benefits for at least one month; (2) are 
employed for an average of 30 hours a week per 
month; and (3) have verified their income and hours 
in the month following the closure of their TANF 
case. Self-employed individuals are eligible as long 
as their earnings average the equivalent of 30 hours 
per week for the month at the federal minimum wage. 
Two-parent families also are eligible as long as each 
parent meets the 30-hour work requirement.  

Eligible families receive their full TANF benefit 
($474 for a family of three) for two months and 50 

percent of their benefit in the third month. Clients are 
eligible for transitional benefits once in a 24-month 
period. The state uses MOE funds for the program so 
that the months of cash assistance do not count to-
ward the federal TANF or Utah’s lifetime limit on 
welfare cash assistance receipt. Families that receive 
a transitional benefit also may receive 24 months of 
case management and 6 months of transitional child 
care, supported with MOE funds. They also may be 
eligible for discretionary grants to cover specific 
work expenses (such as uniforms, tools, or car re-
pairs). 

Revising Sanction Policies and Procedures. In 2005, 
Utah overhauled its sanction policies and procedures 
to implement sanctions more quickly and to increase 
the penalty for repeat sanctions. Specifically, the state 
streamlined the conciliation process, required a min-
imum of two weeks of participation before a sanction 
could be cured, increased the wait time before a sec-
ond or subsequent sanction could be cured, and 
shifted from a gradual to an immediate full-family 
sanction for second and subsequent sanctions. (In the 
past, all sanctions were subject to a $100 grant reduc-
tion for two months followed by cessation of cash 
assistance for continued noncompliance; now, the 
first sanction results in a $100 grant reduction for one 
month followed by cessation of cash assistance, and 
all subsequent sanctions result in immediate cessation 
of cash assistance.) 

As a protection for clients, Utah also implemented 
additional safeguards and supports to increase the 
likelihood that a sanction is implemented appropri-
ately. Specifically, the state is making greater use of 
in-house licensed clinical therapists stationed in em-
ployment centers across the state. These therapists 
have always provided social work services to clients, 
but now are being incorporated into the sanction con-
ciliation process. At a minimum, they are required to 
serve as a consultant to the case manager, recom-
mending resources or approaches for dealing with 
difficult cases. In addition, they are required to be 
involved in formal case reviews and conferences and 
may conduct in-depth clinical assessments, short-
term crisis counseling, or clinical case management 
for clients who appear to have mental health, sub-
stance abuse, or domestic violence issues. Moreover, 
licensed clinical therapists now are being used more 
extensively to help determine how to keep TANF re-
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cipients progressing and counting toward the partici-
pation rate.  

CHANGES IN THE WORK PARTICIPATION 
RATE OVER TIME 

It is impossible to determine what effect each of these 
strategies has had on each state’s participation rate. 
First, it is difficult to isolate the effect of one particu-
lar strategy from another that was implemented 
around the same time and from other variables. Sec-
ond, the increases in the participation rates in Mary-
land and Utah did not occur suddenly in response to a 
particular policy, programmatic or administrative 
change, but rather changed steadily over time. If a 
spike had occurred immediately after a particular 
strategy was implemented, we might have been able 
to speculate about the effect of that strategy. 

What can be determined with available data, how-
ever, is that the increase in each state’s participation 
rate was a result of both an increase in the numerator 
of the work participation rate (i.e., the number of 
people participating in countable activities for the re-
quisite hours) and a decrease in the denominator (i.e., 

the number of people receiving TANF or MOE-
funded assistance). The denominator may have de-
creased as a result of some of the policy changes (i.e., 
the applicant engagement requirements in both states 
or the sanction reforms in Utah), and/or other factors 
such as the economy. By the last few months of FY 
2007, the denominator in each of the three counties 
we visited in Maryland was about half of what it was 
in the first few months of FY 2003. In Baltimore City 
and Wicomico County, however, increases in the 
numerator outweigh the decrease in the denominator. 
In Baltimore City, the numerator increased almost 
seven fold between early FY 2003 and late FY 2007, 
and in Wicomico County, the numerator increased 
almost six fold over that period. In Montgomery 
County, where the participation rate was relatively 
higher to begin with the numerator increased between 
FY 2003 and FY 2004, reached a plateau in early FY 
2005, and has been slowly declining since. Similarly 
in Utah, the denominator of the participation rate de-
creased by about 16 percent between October 2006 
and October 2007, but the numerator increased more 
than two fold over that period. Figures 3 and 4 illus-
trate the change in the numerator and denominator in 
each locality over time.  

 
Figure 3.  TANF Cases in the Participation Rate:  Utah 
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Note:  Utah figures are based on the state’s new reporting system and are only available for FY 2007. 

These are preliminary state figures and may differ from the official ACF participation data when they  
become available. 



Figure 4.  TANF Cases in the Participation Rate 
 Maryland Sites 

 

Note: These are preliminary state figures and 
may differ from the official ACF participa-
tion data when they become available. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In recent years, Maryland and Utah both have em-
ployed several strategies that together have contrib-
uted to a substantial increase in their federal work 
participation rates. Because it is impossible to isolate 
the effect of one particular strategy from another or 
from other factors, it is difficult to determine which 
strategies have been the most effective. To the extent 
that each of the strategies has had an effect on the 
participation rates, three key ingredients may have 
facilitated these effects—each state’s proactive ap-
proach to change, willingness to learn from past ex-
perience, and management of the change process. 0
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Proactive approach to change. Administrators in 
both Maryland and Utah have been extremely proac-
tive in recognizing the need to increase their federal 
work participation rates and in taking appropriate 
measures to that end. Maryland began the process of 
planning for anticipated changes from TANF reau-
thorization in 2003, fully two years before the DRA 
was passed, and between 2003 and 2005 put into ef-
fect several policies it anticipated would be consistent 
with the new requirements. Utah began experiment-
ing with the universal engagement model as early as 
1993, but began its aggressive statewide effort to in-
crease its work participation rate in 2005. 0
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Willingness to learn from past experience. In addi-
tion to being proactive, state administrators in both 
Maryland and Utah have been eager to learn from 
past experience about strategies that have the poten-
tial to increase participation. Maryland has drawn 
heavily on best practices from other states. For in-
stance, the concept of JobStat originated in New 
York City and the concept of the Work Participation 
Specialist began in Georgia. In both cases, Maryland 
sought out strategies that were working well in other 
states, identified the critical elements of success with-
in each, and adapted the strategies to best meet its 
own needs. State administrators are open to new 
ideas and state welfare legislation provides a founda-
tion for embracing changes that will further the goals 
of encouraging self-sufficiency while maintaining a 
safety net; to date, no legislative changes have been 
required to implement the strategies highlighted in 
this brief. Utah drew from its past experience with  
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universal engagement and also sought input from 
front-line staff using an on-line survey that asked 
about their perceptions of which policies and proce-
dures seemed to work well and which did not, in ad-
dition to forming workgroups comprised of both 
front-line workers and supervisors.  

Management of the change process. State policies 
and directives are meaningless unless embraced and 
implemented at the local level. State administrators in 
both Maryland and Utah went to great lengths to en-
sure that county managers and staff understood the 
rationale for, and key elements of, each new state di-
rective. Administrators in both states conducted ex-
tensive training. In Utah, the TANF executive 
director and other administrative staff attended inter-
active “listening” sessions with employees statewide, 
and state program staff developed and delivered reau-
thorization training in offices in all regions to support 
frontline and supervisory staff in understanding and 
implementing new policies and strategies. In Mary-
land, action transmittals and policy memoranda ac-
companied each directive, and state administrators 
convened regular work participation and universal 
engagement conferences with local agencies to im-
part information about national policy changes, ad-
dress concerns about new state directives, and 
provide technical assistance regarding implementa-
tion. The state TANF director spent substantial time 
in the field emphasizing the importance of meeting 
federal and state participation requirements, each di-
rective’s intended contribution toward that goal, and 
the potential consequences of failing to meet estab-
lished federal work participation and universal en-
gagement rates. In both states, the state TANF 
director and other state administrators acknowledge 
that achieving the required federal work participation 
rate is a formidable challenge, but they believe it is 
doable and they enthusiastically encourage counties 
to face the challenge squarely. 

 

NOTES 

1 Federally countable core activities include: unsubsi-
dized employment; subsidized private sector em-
ployment; subsidized public sector employment; 
work experience; on-the-job training; job search and 
job readiness; community service programs; voca-
tional education; and child care for an individual par-
ticipating in community service.  In Maryland, non-
exempt recipients are required to participate in activi-
ties for 40 hours per week to ensure that they actually 
participate for the required 30 hours to be counted 
toward the federal work participation rate (recipients 
are sanctioned only for failing to participate for 30 
hours total and at least 20 hours in federally count-
able core activities). 
2 In state fiscal year (SFY) 2007, for example, all of 
the 3,506 adult single-headed cases in Montgomery 
County were subject to the universal engagement re-
quirement and 1,583 were subject to the work par-
ticipation requirement. In Wicomico County, all of 
the 196 adult single-headed cases in the month of 
December 2007 were subject to the universal en-
gagement requirement and 136 were subject to the 
work participation requirement.  

REQUEST FOR FEEDBACK 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices is interested in knowing whether readers of 
this brief found it useful and how it has informed 
their work and interests in this topic. You are in-
vited to send comments on how you found out 
about the brief and whether it contributed to con-
siderations concerning policy implementation. 
Please email your comments to pic@hhs.gov and 
include the title of the brief in the subject line of 
your email. 

 

 

 



3 Baltimore City changed its TANF application re-
quirements in 2004 in order to get applicants into a 
work program more quickly. Prior to 2004, all appli-
cants had to participate in a three-week job readiness 
workshop and then attend an employment and train-
ing program orientation at a vendor the following 
week. Because state regulations stipulated that TANF 
applications be approved within 30 days, this practice 
left no time to engage applicants in an ongoing work 
activity, such as work experience or subsidized em-
ployment, before they became recipients. Thus, many 
entered the rolls unengaged. In 2004, the city short-
ened the workshop to two weeks and required that 
applicants attend an orientation at a vendor the Mon-
day of the following week. This provided vendors 
ample time to engage individuals in ongoing work 
activities while they were still applicants.  

4 In Maryland, time spent in job search activities dur-
ing the application process does not count against the 
time limit for this activity (six weeks in the preceding 
12-month period, of which no more than four weeks 
may be consecutive) for purposes of calculating the 
federal work participation rate. Thus, individuals who 
conduct job search activities while applying for 
TANF may enter the rolls prepared to engage in ac-
tivities that have  no time limits (such as work ex-
perience). Other states pay benefits from the date of 
application and may count individuals as participants 
during the application process, thus invoking the job 
search time limits. Note that in states that qualify as a 
“needy state” for contingency fund purposes or that 
have higher than average unemployment, participa-
tion in job search activities can be counted for a 
maximum of 12 weeks, not more than 4 of which can 
be consecutive.  
5 The remaining one percent is not engaged because 
of administrative issues. For instance, if a denied ap-
plication is overturned on appeal, an individual may 
be entitled to retroactive assistance for months during 
the appeal process in which he/she would not have 
been engaged in activities. 
6 These figures do not include the number of employ-
ers with whom the city’s three employment services 
vendors have worksite agreements or the number of 
recipients who are engaged in work experience 
through a vendor rather than directly through the 
city’s BEE. Only recipients with recent and/or sub-

stantial work history are referred to BEE; all others 
are referred to a vendor. 
7 Other solely state-funded programs are described in 
the Summary Report of this series, which can be ac-
cessed at http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/08/TANFWPR. 
8 The vendor can collect on the first payment point 
for up to six months per client and on the second and 
third payment points only once per client. While the 
specific payment amounts differ across vendors, the 
first payment point represents 40 percent of each con-
tract, the second payment point represents 25 percent 
of each contract, and the third represents 35 percent 
of each contract.  
9 Other payment points and amounts in the county’s 
contract with its vendor include (1) $120 for complet-
ing an orientation and assessment; (2) $70 for issuing 
a correct child care voucher; (3) $580 for employ-
ment placement; (4) $303 for 30-day employment 
retention; (5) $311 for 180-dayemployment retention; 
and (6) $180 for access to health insurance through 
an employer.  
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