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CalWORKs Grants Are Overdue for a Significant Investment
The California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) program is a critical component of
California’s safety net for families with low incomes. CalWORKs supports about 860,000 children throughout the
state by providing families with modest monthly cash grants, while helping parents overcome barriers to employment
and find work. Policymakers made a number of cuts to CalWORKs during and after the Great Recession, including
reducing grant levels and eliminating the annual state cost-of-living adjustment (COLA). Recent years’ budgets have
incrementally increased CalWORKs grant levels, but this has not been adequate to restore cuts made in prior years.
The Governor’s proposed budget for 2018-19 – the fiscal year that begins this coming July 1 – does not increase
CalWORKs grants or reinstate the COLA, despite the fact that state revenues are projected to exceed expenditures
by billions of dollars. If grant levels remain frozen, the proposed maximum monthly grant for a family of three in a high
cost county would be $9 lower than in 2007-08, without adjusting for inflation. If grant levels had been adjusted for
inflation each year beginning in 2007-08, the maximum grant in 2018-19 would be $983, which is $269 higher than
the proposed value of $714. Because policymakers have not restored the value of CalWORKs grants, the purchasing
power of the maximum grant will be 27% lower than in 2007-08. This severely reduces the resources that parents
could use to provide food for their family, keep their homes warm, or avoid an eviction.

The CalWORKs Grant Has Lost More Than One-Quarter
of Its Purchasing Power Since 2007-08
Maximum Monthly CalWORKs Grant for a Family of Three in a High-Cost County
$1,000
$983
800

Maximum Monthly
Grant if Adjusted for
Inﬂation Each Year
Actual Maximum
Monthly Grant

$723

$714

600

400

200

07-08 08-09 09-10 10-11 11-12 12-13 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19*
* 2018-19 proposed.
Note: The Governor's proposed budget does not provide a grant increase in 2018-19. Inflation
adjustment is based on the California Necessities Index.
Source: Budget Center analysis of Department of Social Services data
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For a decade following the implementation of welfare reform in 1998, the annualized maximum grant for a family of
three hovered just above the deep-poverty line – defined as 50% of the federal poverty line. In 2008, however, the
value of this grant dropped below the deep-poverty line. Absent a significant grant increase in the 2018-19 fiscal year,
this grant will equal just 41.2% of the poverty line, leaving it below the deep-poverty line for the eleventh straight
calendar year.

Without an Increase in 2018-19, CalWORKs Grants Will Be
Below the Deep-Poverty Line for the Eleventh Straight Year
Annualized Maximum Grant for a Family of Three as a Percentage of the Federal Poverty Line
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Note: Grants are for high-cost counties. The proposed 2018-19 budget does not increase grant levels.
Source: Budget Center analysis of Department of Social Services, US Department of Health and Human
Services, and US Social Security Administration data

Despite the state’s strong economic growth in recent years, the choices policymakers made during and after the Great
Recession continue to hold back families participating in CalWORKs. Due to the fact that state revenues are projected
to exceed expenditures by billions of dollars, the 2018-19 fiscal year offers state policymakers the opportunity to
boost the economic security of very-low-income families with children. Policymakers should implement a multi-year
plan for raising CalWORKs grants and restore the state COLA to ensure that this important program is better able to
assist families in California.
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