
Responding to Barriers to Employment
Employment Strategies Used in TANF’s 30-year History

As caseloads declined in the early years of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), agencies 
increasingly recognized that many participants who remained faced multiple, overlapping barriers to 
employment.1 Programs placed greater emphasis on employment strategies for people sometimes described 
as “hard to employ.” These strategies are designed for participants who face complex barriers that make it 
difficult to obtain, retain, or advance in employment through traditional job search or work programs. Such 
barriers might include physical or mental health challenges, substance use disorders, or limited education. 

• TANF participants sometimes
face multiple and overlapping
barriers to employment and remain
unemployed or in low-paying,
unstable jobs.

• Although traditional welfare-to-work
programs produced some gains for
participants facing serious barriers,
many still had very low employment
and earnings, prompting programs
to test more specialized and
intensive approaches.2

WHY TANF TRIED THIS HOW IT WORKS

ASSESS
Assess each participant’s strengths, needs, 
and circumstances.

TAILOR
Create an individualized path to employment, which may 
include modified work requirements or extended assistance.

CONNECT
Provide intensive coaching and connect participants to 
needed services.

SUSTAIN
Help participants prepare for, enter, and retain employment.

WHAT WE’VE LEARNED

Programs designed for 
the “hard to employ” can 
improve employment 
and other outcomes 
for some participants 
facing serious barriers, 
particularly when 
services combine 
employment assistance 
with case management 
and supports. However, 
impacts are mixed and 
often modest, and even 
successful programs 
leave many participants 
without work.3

Employment Gains 
for Specific Groups

Some programs 
produced 

employment gains 
for participants 

with health-related 
barriers, while others 
improved employment 

or earnings for 
parents with very 
young children.4

Greater  
Service Use
Programs can 

increase participation 
in treatment and 

supportive services, 
although greater 

service use does not 
always translate into 
employment gains.3

Other Benefits
Some programs 

produced benefits 
beyond employment, 

such as reduced 
benefit receipt and  
increased use of 
quality childcare.4

To learn more about what works to help job seekers with low incomes find and keep employment, see the Administration 
for Children & Families’ Pathways to Work Evidence Clearinghouse: https://pathwaystowork.acf.gov/.

https://pathwaystowork.acf.gov/


EXAMPLES IN ACTION

Breaking Barriers 
San Diego

• Provided employment
services to individuals
with low incomes and
disabilities using the
Individual Placement and
Support (IPS) Model.5

• An independent evaluation
found that Breaking
Barriers increased
earnings by almost $4,000
over a two-year period.6

Minnesota Integrated
Services Project

• Served long-term TANF
participants with significant
employment barriers
through coordinated,
comprehensive family
services.

• An independent study
found that employment
and earnings generally
increased after enrollment,
but results were
statistically significant at
only one site.7

• Intensive, individualized, and
sustained support can help
participants facing multiple barriers
make progress toward employment.

• No single intervention is a magic
bullet; many participants with
barriers still struggle to secure and
maintain stable work.

• TANF programs can continue
to innovate to connect barrier-
reduction services to employment
opportunities and career pathways.

MOVING FORWARD 
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For more information on this topic, please visit our website! 
https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/
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