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Financial Assistance for Grandparents and Other Relatives Raising Children 

 
 
NEEDS: 
 
Nationally, approximately six million children live in households headed by grandparents or 
other relatives.  About 2.5 million children live in these households without either parent present, 
generally putting the relative in the position of raising the child.1  A little over 20% of relative-
headed households live in poverty.2  Sometimes the grandparent or other relative caregiver is 
retired and living on a fixed income.  Sometimes they are working, but need help finding and 
paying for quality child care.  Kinship caregivers almost never anticipated that they would be 
raising the children in their care and thus may need financial assistance to meet the needs of the 
children, at least initially.  On the other hand, not all relative caregivers need financial assistance.   
 
CURRENT RESPONSES: 
 
There are several potential sources of financial assistance for relative caregivers: (1) Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF);3 (2) foster care; (3) adoption assistance; (4) subsidized 
guardianships and (5) child support payments.  Each of these sources of support has advantages 
and disadvantages and caregivers, as well as those who work with them, need to evaluate which 
options are available in a given case and which best meet the needs of a particular family.  In 
addition to these supports, social security benefits or tax credits may be available to help certain 
kinship care families. 
 
TANF 
As the name suggests, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families provides temporary assistance 
to families with very low incomes.  Each state determines the income eligibility for its TANF 
program.  States also determine the amount of assistance to be provided to families.4  There are 
two basic types of grants a relative caregiver can receive under TANF.  The first is a “child-
only” grant, which considers only the needs and income of the child.  Because few children have 
income or assets of their own, almost all relative caregivers can receive a child-only grant on 
behalf of the children in their care.  Unfortunately, child-only grants are typically quite small and 
may be insufficient to meet the needs of the child.  In 2001, the average grant was about $7 per 
day for one child, with only slight increases for additional children.5 
 
The second type of TANF grant for which relative caregivers may be eligible is a “family grant.”  
One of the purposes of TANF is “to provide assistance to needy families so that children may be 
cared for in their own homes or in the homes of relatives.” 6  Thus, relative caregivers who meet 
the state’s income criteria are eligible to receive a grant that addresses their needs, as well as 
those of the child.  Although these grants are larger than the child-only grants, federal law 
imposes a 60-month time limit and work requirements on such grants.7  Thus, TANF family 
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grants may not be appropriate for retired relative caregivers or for caregivers who will need 
assistance for more than 60 months. 
 
Foster Care Payments 
In addition to TANF, grandparents and other relatives caring for children may be eligible for 
assistance through the child welfare system.  In most states, kinship caregivers can receive foster 
care payments on behalf of the children in their care if the children are involved in formal foster 
care.  However, some children are ineligible for such help because grandparents or other 
relatives stepped in before the child was abused or neglected and thus kept the child out of foster 
care.  Additionally, foster care is intended to be temporary, while permanent plans are made for 
the child in accordance with the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA). 
 
Foster payments are typically higher than the TANF child-only payment a grandparent or other 
relative could receive on behalf of the child in their care.  In fact, the foster care payment is 
almost always higher than a TANF family grant.  Foster payments also multiply (e.g. double, 
triple) as the number of children cared for increases.  However, many relative caregivers who are 
caring for children who are eligible to receive foster payments prefer not to be involved with the 
child welfare system.  They are uncomfortable with the oversight of the child welfare agency and 
the court.  Kinship caregivers may not want to be subject to criminal background checks or home 
studies and they are often fearful that the agency will remove the children from their homes if 
disagreements arise. 
 
States or counties make foster care payments to foster parents on behalf of children in their care.  
Sometimes the payments are funded solely with state or county dollars and sometimes the child 
is eligible for the federal foster care program and states may seek federal funds to cover a portion 
of the costs associated with those children.  Generally, federal foster care payments under Title 
IV-E of the Social Security Act are available only for very poor children.8   
 
Eligibility for the federal foster care program is important because it may impact the amount of 
financial assistance available to relative caregivers.  Under federal law, a relative who is a 
licensed foster parent for a child who is Title IV-E eligible must receive the same foster care 
payment as non-kin foster parents.9  All states except, California and Oregon, use state or local 
funds to provide foster care payments to licensed, relative foster parents caring for children who 
do not meet the IV-E income criteria.  In addition, states may provide assistance, with state or 
local funds, to unlicensed relatives caring for children in foster care.  In some states, however, 
unlicensed relative foster parents are simply referred to TANF for assistance.10   
 
Adoption Assistance Payments 
Adoption assistance payments may also be available to relative caregivers who choose to adopt 
the children in their care.  All states provide adoption assistance on behalf of certain children 
who are adopted from the child welfare system.11  States may receive federal reimbursement, 
through Title IV-E, for a portion of the adoption assistance payments made on behalf of very 
poor children who have “special needs.” 12  “Special needs” are defined by the state, but 
generally include characteristics or conditions that make it difficult to place the child with 
adoptive parents without a subsidy.13  As with foster care, Title IV-E eligibility can make a 
difference in the amount of the subsidy available and in whether other benefits, like eligibility for 
Medicaid, come with the subsidy. 
 
 



 3

Subsidized Guardianship 
For relative caregivers who do not want to adopt the children in their care, legal guardianship can 
provide the relative caregiver with the rights and authority needed to properly care for children.14  
Guardianship itself does not address the need for financial assistance,15 but 35 states and the 
District of Columbia now offer financial assistance for guardians.16 
 
Subsidized guardianship programs vary from state to state.  Most are available only for relatives 
who obtain legal guardianship of children who have been in the foster care system for some 
period of time.  These programs typically require that reunification and adoption be ruled out as 
options before guardianship assistance is available.  Subsidized guardianship programs may 
require criminal background checks and home studies.  In some states, subsidies for guardians 
are available only when the children are of a certain age.  In a few states, subsidized 
guardianships are available only for children with special needs or for children who meet certain 
income tests. Typically, subsidized guardianships are subject to only minimal oversight (e.g. an 
annual report to the court or an annual meeting with the child welfare agency).  The amount of 
the subsidy varies from state to state.  Usually, the subsidy amount is somewhere between the 
amount of a TANF child-only grant and a foster care payment.17  Federal dollars are generally 
not available to provide guardianship subsidies, but seven states have gotten waivers from the 
federal government to use Title IV-E funds to provide such subsidies.18 
 
Child Support Payments 
Until a court has terminated parental rights, a parent generally remains financially responsible for 
his or her children.  Every state has a child support enforcement agency that typically helps 
custodial parents collect child support from non-custodial parents.  However, this office can also 
assist grandparents and other relatives who wish to obtain child support on behalf of the children 
in their care.19  The amount of the support is based on the needs of the child and on the resources 
and abilities of the parent(s) to pay.  Some kinship caregivers do not want to pursue child support 
because they are uncomfortable initiating what can become an adversarial process that might 
result in the child’s parent(s) having their driver’s license or business license revoked or being 
incarcerated for failure to comply with child support orders.  Sometimes grandparents and other 
relative caregivers who are caring for children because the children’s parents were violent are 
fearful that the child support process will lead to additional violence.  These relatives may 
choose not to pursue child support collection. 
 
However, when grandparents or other relatives are receiving TANF benefits on behalf of a child, 
they must assign their rights to child support to the state.  In most states kinship caregivers must 
cooperate with the child support agency unless they can demonstrate that seeking child support is 
potentially harmful and they have “good cause” not to cooperate.20  In such cases, child support 
collection will not be pursued or will be pursued in ways that protect the safety of the caregiver 
and the children.  Kinship caregivers who receive federally funded foster care payments may be 
required by the child welfare agency, where appropriate, to sign over their rights to child support 
and to work with the child support agency.21  Here too, though, “good cause” exceptions may be 
made.  Under current law, most of the child support collected for children receiving TANF or 
foster care payments is kept by the state to recoup the costs of providing assistance.  However, 
states may pass through to kinship caregivers any or all of the child support collected.  Generally, 
only a modest amount is passed through, often no more than $50 per month.  
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Social Security Benefits 
The Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program provides benefits for individuals who are 
elderly, blind or have disabilities and who have limited income and assets. SSI is an important 
source of assistance for grandparents and other relatives raising children who are blind or who 
have other serious disabilities. This program, administered by the U.S. Social Security 
Administration (SSA), provides a cash benefit to the child. To qualify for benefits, the child must 
be under 18 and meet the SSI disability, income, and asset criteria. Under a recent U.S. Supreme 
Court decision, Washington v. Keffler,22 child welfare agencies who petition for SSI on behalf of 
children in their custody can, in certain circumstances, receive and keep all or a portion of the 
child’s SSI payments to cover the costs of providing for the child.  
 
Children being raised by grandparents may be eligible for social security dependent benefits 
under Old-Age Survivors and Disability Insurance (OASDI) if the child’s parent is collecting 
retirement or disability insurance benefits or if the parent was fully insured at the time of his or 
her death.  Generally, these benefits are available for children under the age of 18.  Grandparents 
and other relatives can apply for benefits on behalf of the child based on the work record of the 
child’s parent.  If a child is not receiving dependent benefits based on a parent’s work record, the 
child may qualify for dependent benefits based on his or her grandparent’s work record.  
Generally, the grandparent must be raising the child because the child’s parents are deceased or 
disabled.  Additionally, the child must have begun living with the grandparent before the age of 
18 and have received at least one-half of his or her support during the year prior to the 
grandparent becoming eligible for benefits.  Children raised by relatives other than grandparents 
may qualify for dependent benefits only if they are legally adopted by that caregiver. 
 
Tax Credits 
The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) may be available for certain low or moderate income 
relative caregivers who are working.  This tax credit is refundable so that even workers who do 
not earn enough to pay taxes can get cash from the IRS.  The amount of the credit depends upon 
the income earned and upon the number of qualifying children in the family.  Qualifying children 
include a worker’s sons, daughters, stepchildren, grandchildren, brothers, sisters, stepbrothers 
and stepsisters, (as well as any descendants of these relatives).  Such children must have lived 
with the working relative for more than half the year or have been placed with this relative by a 
child welfare agency.  The children must be under age 19 or under age 24 if they are full-time 
students, although children of any age who have permanent disabilities are considered qualifying 
children.   
 
The Child Tax Credit of $1,000 per child may also be available to some grandparents and other 
relatives raising children.  This credit can generally be claimed for sons, daughters, stepchildren, 
grandchildren, brothers, sisters, stepbrothers, stepsisters, (as well as any descendents of these 
relatives), who are under age 17 and are dependents of the taxpayer.  Unlike, the EITC, the child 
tax credit is only partially refundable. 
 
The Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit may also be available to kinship caregivers who 
incur child care expenditures in order to work.  This credit is generally available for dependent 
children under age 13 or older children who are not mentally or physically able to care for 
themselves.  The credit is based on actual child care expenditures, up to a certain maximum. This 
credit is not refundable and thus will be of little use to relative caregivers who do not pay taxes.  
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UNMET NEEDS: 
 
Although there are several potential funding streams to which grandparents and other relatives 
can turn for financial assistance in raising children, two of the major programs (TANF and foster 
care) were not designed with relative caregivers in mind.  For example, when the TANF program 
was created in 1996, the rhetoric was about getting able-bodied parents to work, not requiring a 
retired grandmother to go back to work so that she can receive financial assistance to care for a 
child she is keeping out of the foster care system.  The notion of offering temporary support in 
such cases is contrary to the ASFA goals of building safe, loving, permanent homes for children.   
 
Similarly, foster care was not designed for grandparents and other relatives raising children.  
Unlike non-kin foster parents, grandparents and other relatives often have no warning before the 
children are on their doorstep.  While safety concerns are equally important for children living 
with kin and non-kin, conducting background checks, home studies, training and other licensing 
requirements can delay access to financial supports for relatives suddenly caring for a child.  In 
addition, as with TANF, foster care is intended to be temporary, not permanent. 
 
Subsidized guardianship programs can often be used to bridge the gap between foster care and 
TANF.  The financial support offered in these programs may create a realistic alternative to 
TANF, foster care or adoption.  Subsidized guardianship provides stability and permanency for 
the child, while also providing flexibility for the caregivers if the child’s parent’s situation 
improves.  At the present time, however, most of the subsidized guardianship programs are 
available only for children who have been in foster care.  They do not help grandparents and 
other relatives who have intervened before abuse and neglect occurred.  Finally, even when 
financial assistance is available through TANF, foster care, adoption assistance, subsidized 
guardianship, child support, tax credits or social security, kinship caregivers often do not know 
the supports are available, nor do they know how to access them. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 
There are a variety of policy options that could better meet the financial needs of grandparents 
and other relatives raising children.  Modifying existing support programs, at the federal, state, 
and local levels, would allow these programs to better meet the unique needs of kinship care 
families.  In addition, greater collaboration between social service agencies, particularly TANF 
and child welfare agencies, could help to provide a package that meets the needs of a broad range 
of kinship caregivers, whether they are foster parents, legal guardians or simply kin with no other 
legal relationship to the children in their care.  
 
For example, The Department of Human Services in El Paso County, Colorado has integrated its 
TANF and child welfare agencies in a way that addresses the needs of individual kinship care 
families.  If a grandmother approaches the agency for help because grandchildren have been left 
in her care, a specialized kinship care team can immediately assess the family’s needs, including 
safety concerns, and provide the grandmother with financial support, using TANF funds.  If the 
grandmother and the kinship care team determine that it would be beneficial for the child welfare 
agency and the court to be involved in the case, the team will work with the grandmother to help 
her become a licensed foster parent and will support her with TANF funds in the interim.  If the 
grandmother and the team determine that such formal involvement is not necessary, the 
grandmother can still receive financial support (and services).  The amount of the financial 
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assistance is determined according to the needs of the individual family and can be as high as the 
foster care maintenance payment.23  
 
Several steps can facilitate such a seamless approach to serving kinship care families.  These 
steps include: 
 
• Eliminating the federal time limit and work requirements applicable to TANF “family 

grants” where grandparents and other relatives are caring for a child whose parents are not 
able to care for the child.   

• Increasing TANF “child-only” grants so that relative caregivers who do not meet the TANF 
“family grant” income criteria can receive adequate resources to meet the child’s needs. 

• Expanding subsidized guardianship programs to cover grandparents and other relatives who 
care for children who are not involved with the child welfare system. 

• Expanding Title IV-E to cover subsidized guardianships for all children exiting foster care to 
legal guardianships, so that state and local funds can be used to help other grandparents and 
other relatives raising children. 

• Providing kinship navigator programs that help grandparents and other relatives access the 
services, benefits and supports for which they and their children are eligible. 
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