
E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R  Y 

PURPOSE 

To describe efforts to assess family needs and provide support services to low-income 
families receiving Head Start, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) and Child 
Care and Development Fund (CCDF) subsidies. 

BACKGROUND 

Family Needs Assessments and Support Services 

Welfare recipients and other low-income families may need help in order to enter the 
workforce and remain self-sufficient. The replacement of the Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children program with TANF block grants heightens the importance of 
providing services that will enhance the employment outcomes for welfare participants. 
Federal legislation requires that both TANF and Head Start agencies assess participants’ 
needs to help them address barriers to employment and self-sufficiency. There is no 
formal requirement that CCDF-funded child care programs or Child Care Resource and 
Referral agencies who administer subsidies assess family needs or offer support services. 

This report examines needs assessments and support services in these three programs in 
order to learn how to maximize efforts to help families reach and maintain 
self-sufficiency. It draws on interviews and reviews of case files, policies and procedures 
of Head Start grantees, TANF agencies and child care providers in six communities as 
well as with their respective State offices. We interviewed 77 parents or guardians of 
young children receiving Head Start, TANF and/or CCDF subsidized child care. 

We define support services as those which help low-income families overcome barriers to 
employment such as emergency assistance (e.g. food, housing, clothing), intervention (e.g. 
mental health, substance abuse, child abuse and domestic violence), child care, 
transportation and health care. 

FINDINGS 

Head Start uses needs assessments to help low-income families move towards 
self-sufficiency 
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All Head Start grantees we visited conduct an individual family needs assessment to 
determine the need for support services and provide a variety of referrals and services for 
families. Nearly all Head Start families we interviewed report receiving information, 
referrals and some services from Head Start grantees. 

State and local TANF agency policies, as well as caseworker discretion, affect the 
needs assessments, referral processes and the provision of support services 
that help families reach and maintain self-sufficiency 

The TANF offices we visited focus almost exclusively on vocational needs. Most TANF 
agency policies indicate and staff respondents report that their focus is on assisting 
recipients make the transition from welfare to work. Support services to help families 
attain self-sufficiency are lacking in most cases. 

Individual child care programs do not assess family needs. Although Child Care 
Resource and Referral agencies are not required to assess family needs, some 
may make informal assessments and refer families to needed services 

Some low income families may get referral assistance for support services if they make 
their families’ needs known when they call a child care resource and referral agency 
(CCR&R) for child care information or child care subsidy. The Federal CCDF block grant 
does not require child care programs or providers to assess family needs or offer 
additional services. Additionally, States we visited do not require families using CCDF 
child care subsidies be assessed for support needs. 

The Head Start grantees, TANF agencies, Child Care Resource and Referral 
agencies and child care providers we visited do not coordinate around individual 
families’ needs assessments. However, in some sites we visited, these agencies 
will make referrals to other agencies and frequently work together on community 
issues 

Although they all serve low-income families, some of whom are the same families, none of 
the Head Start, TANF, CCR&Rs and child care providers we visited coordinate around an 
individual family’s needs. Lack of coordination around a family’s needs assessment may 
affect families’ access to resources. In some States we visited, Head Start, TANF and 
CCR&R agencies communicate on matters not directly related to individual families and 
their needs assessments. While families enrolled in the Head Start program are more likely 
to have their needs assessed, be referred and access services than the families we 
interviewed receiving TANF or CCDF benefits, we found families in these three programs 
often lack knowledge about services when they are available in their communities. 
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Head Start, TANF and child care programs serve many of the same low-income families who are 
trying to reach or maintain self-sufficiency. Both Head Start grantees and TANF agencies are 
required by law to assess families’ needs and provide families with support services. Head Start 
grantees are also required to partner with other agencies. In order to maximize efforts to help 
families reach and maintain self-sufficiency, the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) 
could: 

Explore strategies that encourage and facilitate coordination between agencies 
around needs, referrals and provision of services for families 

As economic conditions change or the pool of easier-to-serve clients diminish, agencies 
will face increased demands on their resources, both in the numbers of families needing 
services as well as the extent of their needs. Coordination between Head Start, TANF and 
child care programs, as well as with other community agencies, will become more 
important in providing needed services to families trying to attain self-sufficiency. 

The ACF could address current issues involving the coordination of families’ needs, 
referrals and provision of services and anticipate future trends that may require additional 
interagency coordination. The ACF could devise ongoing methods to assist State, local 
and community agencies with communication and coordination in providing services based 
on family needs. For example, ACF could develop technical guidance on information 
sharing, convene regional or national conferences on coordination and communication 
between agencies, and disseminate best practices of coordination. The TANF and child 
care programs may be able to use Head Start grantees as resources to help them improve 
needs identification. 

Encourage Head Start grantees, TANF offices, and child care programs to 
increase parent awareness about the resources they and other community 
agencies provide 

The ACF could encourage Head Start grantees, TANF agencies and child care programs 
to train front-line staff to act as resources to identify community services. Many parents 
do not know where to find needed services. They are unaware that Head Start, TANF 
offices and child care programs are resources that may help them identify services that 
may be available to them in their communities. 

In addition to these opportunities for improvement, there is one other area that the Office 
of Inspector General (OIG) will evaluate. Since both agency and family interviews 
indicated that in most TANF agencies we visited, needs assessments and referrals to 
support services are not regularly being offered, the OIG will examine the degree to which 
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States are complying with the law requiring them to “make an initial assessment of the 
skills, prior work experience and employability of each [TANF] recipient”1 and “to 
conduct a program ... that... provides parents with support services to enable them to 
leave the program and become self-sufficient.”2 

AGENCY COMMENTS 

In their written comments, ACF wanted to distinguish between their legal authority to

require State compliance and their encouragement for States to move in directions viewed

as model practices. They also wanted to document certain actions they had already taken

to address some of the underlying concerns expressed in our report. The full ACF

comments are contained in the Appendix. Where appropriate, we changed the report to

reflect their comments and concerns.


We recognize that the nature of the relationship between ACF and States has significantly

changed since the implementation of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). The ACF’s primary role is to ensure States’

compliance with TANF and CCDF regulations, while PRWORA gives the States

unprecedented authority to administer the programs according to their own policy choices. 

The State’s TANF programs that have emerged are in various stages of development. 

States are still experimenting with ways to meet the PRWORA goals of reducing welfare

dependency and helping participants reach and maintain 

self-sufficiency.


We agree with ACF that the nature, mission and goal of each State’s TANF program is

not centered on family assessments. We further agree with ACF that TANF does not

require States to enter into an individual responsibility plan with their clients. Our intent in

the report is not to become overly-focused on a certain kind of formal needs assessment,

but rather to meet the self-sufficiency needs of low-income parents and families served by

these three programs. In order to help clients become self-sufficient, States first have to

know what needs have to be met. In reviewing case files and discussing individual parent

and family needs, we did not find, for the most part, that needs were being appropriately

identified, either in a formal or informal way. Therefore, we have maintained our first

suggested action but deleted the word “assessment” to avoid the impression we are

encouraging TANF agencies and Child Care programs to conduct the same type of formal

assessments as Head Start grantees.


1 Public Law 104-193, Section 408(b)1 

2Public Law 104-193, Section 402(a)(1)(A)(i) 
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The ACF supports the concept that all child care providers have information on 
community resources to assist families with assessments. We agree that many child care 
providers are not trained to do the assessment themselves, nor that they have sufficient 
resources to hire support service staff. However, we did not find examples of child care 
programs or State agencies in the sites we visited which emphasize linking families to 
community services which can provide assessments or needed services. We believe 
further attention should be focused on ensuring that parents receiving subsidized care have 
access to information about community resources. 

The ACF stated that some collaboration among these three programs takes place. We 
support this collaboration. We emphasize that focusing local-level collaboration around 
identifying and providing for families’ needs remains an opportunity for improvement. If 
families participate in two or three of these programs, local-level coordination can ensure 
a more focused plan for individual families and improve the efficiency of resource 
utilization. 

Finally, as welfare caseloads continue to drop, States are increasingly looking for ways to 
help remaining recipients make the transition from welfare to work. Many of the 
recipients remaining on the rolls face myriad personal and family problems which may 
hinder rapid employment and long-term attachment to the labor force. Appropriate 
identification of needs can enable States to provide or refer recipients to the services 
which will help facilitate a successful transition to employment and self-sufficiency. 

The Office of the Assistant Secretary for Management and Budget also commented on the 
report. They conceptually agree with the report, but point out that limited funding and the 
reduced Federal role in welfare administration may hamper the coordination efforts we 
recommend. 

Families’ Needs Assessments 5 OEI-05-98-00540 








