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California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) 
 
The California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) Program, known 
federally as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), is designed to help needy 
families with children through cash assistance while also providing funding for education, 
job training, emergency housing, and employment supports. Additionally, CalWORKs is an 
important funding stream providing cash assistance to children in out-of-home placement 
in either formal or informal kinship care, regardless of whether the non-parent relative 
caregiver is needy. 
 
To be eligible for CalWORKs, a household needs to include an eligible youth under the age 
of 18 (or meet age exceptions described below) and a caregiver who is related to that youth 
within five degrees.1 If the household includes a parent, then eligibility is also based on the 
family’s finances and whether or not there is deprivation, meaning that one or both parents 
is disabled, unemployed, absent, or deceased. If the household includes a kin caregiver but 
no parent, then deprivation is met and the household does not need to meet financial 
eligibility criteria in order for the youth to be eligible for CalWORKs. This is called non-
needy CalWORKs (i.e., the kin caregiver is not needy). However, if the kin caregiver wants 
to receive CalWORKs for themselves, then financial eligibility must be met. If a youth 
and/or family is found eligible for CalWORKs, then benefits are paid back to the date of 
application. 
 
There are no time limits for youth aided by CalWORKs. Adults who receive CalWORKs 
benefits may be limited to 48 total months and may be required to meet welfare-to-work 
requirements. There are several ways to meet welfare-to-work exemptions and not have 
the months on aid count against the time limits, including being the survivor of domestic 
violence, being over 60 or under 18, or having a disability. Relative caregivers who are not 
being assisted on the grant (i.e., non-needy caregivers) do not have to participate in 
welfare-to-work.  
 
CalWORKs may be an important funding stream for probation youth in a variety of 
situations, including:  
 

1. Youth released on probation to parents who are needy; 
2. Youth released on probation to parents with permission to reside with non-parent 

relatives; 
 Best Practice: For youth under 18 who cannot safely return home to parents 

can use an out-of-home placement order to formally create a legal relationship 
between a youth and caregiver. Youth on out-of-home placement orders are 
eligible for more services and supports that can help maintain the placement 
and avoid congregate care and/or recidivism. For example, a youth in an out-
of-home placement with an approved relative is eligible for AFDC-FC, which is 
approximately three times the monthly CalWORKs benefit. 

3. Youth who are diverted from formal probation and released either to needy parents 
or non-parent relative caregivers; and 
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4. Youth who are living with relative caregivers who obtained a legal guardianship 
through probate court.2 

 
CalWORKs benefits normally end when the youth turns 18. Youth who are still attending 
high school can continue to receive CalWORKs until 19 or until they earn a diploma as long 
as they are reasonably expected to graduate by 19. Youth with disabilities can continue to 
receive benefits until 19 regardless of whether they are expected to graduate by 19.3 Youth 
participating in extended foster care—whether or not they are still on probation—can 
continue to receive CalWORKs until 21 as long as they continue participating in extended 
foster care and are meeting one of the five eligibility conditions.4 However, it is likely that a 
youth who would be eligible for extended CalWORKs in the home of a relative caregiver 
would be eligible to receive a higher benefit through AFDC-FC if the relative caregiver’s 
home was approved as a supervised independent living placement (SILP).5  
 
For more information, see the State AFDC-FC section.  
 
CalWORKs for Pregnant and Parenting Youth 
 
CalWORKs can also be a resource for pregnant and parenting youth. For youth over 18, 
CalWORKs eligibility begins upon verification of pregnancy in the second trimester. For 
youth under 18, eligibility begins immediately at verification of pregnancy. As of 2017, 
eligible youth receive the monthly CalWORKs grant plus an additional $47 pregnancy 
special need (PSN) supplement. 
 
Youth under 19 who have not graduated from high school must also be enrolled in Cal-
LEARN, which provides intensive case management, child care, transportation, and 
education expenses. There are pay bonuses for grades ($100/year) and graduation ($500), 
and a penalty of cash reductions for poor grades or poor attendance. Youth can continue to 
receive Cal-LEARN benefits until they turn 20 or until they earn a diploma.  
 
While CalWORKs benefits are usually paid to a parenting minor’s caregiver, CalWORKs 
benefits can be paid directly to parenting minor if the minor meets certain categorical 
exceptions. CalWORKs can be paid directly to the parenting minor youth when:  
 

 Parents or guardians are deceased, whereabouts are unknown, or will not allow the 
minor parent to live at home; or 

 Child Protective Services (CPS) determines that it is not safe to stay in the home; or 
 The minor parent has lived apart from parents for 12 months.  

 
Additionally, when such youth apply for CalWORKs, a CPS report is made.6 
 
CalWORKs eligibility for needy parents, kin caregivers, and/or pregnant and parenting 
youth can be complicated. Individuals who are having problems with their CalWORKs 
should be referred to their social worker or to a legal advocate for assistance.  
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More Information 
 
California Disability Benefits 101 – CalWORKs 
https://ca.db101.org/ca/programs/income_support/calworks/program.htm 
 
California Department of Social Services (CDSS) – CalWORKS 
http://www.cdss.ca.gov/CalWORKS 
 
CDSS – CalWORKS Information and Resources 
http://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/CalWORKs 
 
CDSS – CalWORKS Annual Summary (January 2017) 
http://www.cdss.ca.gov/Portals/9/CalWORKsAnnualSummary_January2017.pdf 
 
CDSS – Cal-Learn 
http://www.cdss.ca.gov/Cal-Learn 
 
Legal Services of Northern California – Welfare to Work and Time Limits 
https://lsnc.net/self-help/calworks-time-limits-aid 
 
                                                      
1 For a definition of relatedness for public benefits programs in California, see the California Department of 
Social Services Manual of Policies and Procedures (MPP, Appendix A: Chart for Determining Relatedness of 
Caretaker Relatives. The five degrees of relatedness encompass parents, step-parents, siblings, step-siblings, 
grandparents (up to great-great-great grandparents), aunts and uncles (up to great-great), cousins, first 
cousins once removed, nieces and nephews, and spouses of any of the above.  
2 If a youth is living with a relative caregiver who is not a legal guardian and has probation involvement, then 
permanency planning and the appointment of legal guardianship should be done in juvenile court as part of 
the delinquency proceeding. Such guardianships may also include eligibility for Kin-GAP payments if the 
youth had been under juvenile court jurisdiction with the relative for at least six months and meets other 
eligibility requirements. See the section on Subsidized Permanency in this toolkit for more details. 
3 MPP § 42-101.2; California Department of Social Services, All-County Letter 04-33: Fry v. Saenz Lawsuit 
(Aug. 27, 2004), available at http://www.cdss.ca.gov/lettersnotices/entres/getinfo/acl04/pdf/04-33.pdf.  
4 California Department of Social Services, All-County Letter No. 12-27: California Work Opportunity and 
Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs): Extending Benefits to Non-Minor Dependents – Questions and Answers 
(Part One) (June 12, 2012), available at http://www.cdss.ca.gov/lettersnotices/entres/getinfo/acl/2012/12-
27.pdf.  
5 The AFDC-FC amount in a SILP placement is currently more than double the CalWORKs amount. 
6 MPP § 89-201.2. 
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