
In several areas Rhode Island work support programs
have stricter eligibility limits and/or less of a benefit
than other states.  Rhode Island’s TANF cash assistance
benefit is lower than all but one other state and eligibil-
ity for health insurance for children is second lowest in
the region.  Rhode Island now has the lowest eligibility
limit for Child Care Assistance as a result of the roll-
back of eligibility enacted in the FY 2008 budget. 

In other areas, Rhode Island has higher eligibility limits
than neighboring states.  The Ocean State has the sec-
ond highest eligibility limit for parent health insurance
coverage (tied with Vermont) and offers more supple-
mental cash assistance to very poor working families. 

The chart below shows the income eligibility limits for
the key work support programs expressed as a percent-
age of the Federal Poverty Level.  For example, 185%
FPL means that the income limit is 85% above the fed-
eral poverty level.   The federal poverty level is updated
every year.  In 2007 the income levels for various per-
centages of the federal poverty level for a family of three
were: 100% FPL=$17,170; 133% FPL=$22,836; 185%
FPL=$31,765; 250% FPL=$42,950

COMPARISON OF WORK SUPPORTS IN RHODE ISLAND 
AND OTHER NEW ENGLAND STATES
AT ANY TIME, THOUSANDS OF RHODE ISLAND

WORKERS may be unemployed, under-employed, or
earning low wages.  In addition to the earned income
tax credit, states often provide work supports that can
help families during periods of unemployment or when
wages are not enough to meet their basic needs.  

The federally-funded Food Stamp Program is offered in
all states.  In Rhode Island, the Starting RIght Child
Care Assistance Program helps families with limited
earnings have a safe place for their children while they
are working and the RIte Care/RIte Share Health
Insurance Program provides access to primary and pre-
ventive health care.  The Family Independence Program
(FIP), Rhode Island’s cash assistance and work readiness
program, can also supplement the wages of very poor
families and/or provide cash assistance while parents
are unemployed and preparing for or looking for work.  

With the exception of the Food Stamp Program, states
have considerable leeway in setting income and resource
limits for the major federal-state public benefit pro-
grams.  A review of the income eligibility criteria for
these programs documents that Rhode Island is in-line
with other New England states, not more generous.  

RI CT ME MA NH VT
MEDICAID/SCHIP 
HEALTH INSURANCEi 250% FPL 300% FPL 200% FPL 300% FPL 300% FPL 300% FPL
CHILD ELIGIBILITY
(RIte Care/RIte Share)

MEDICAID
PARENT ELIGIBILITY 185% FPL 150% FPL 200% FPL 133% FPL 45% FPL 185% FPL
(RIte Care/RIte Share)

TANF/FIP CASH
ASSISTANCE
Maximum monthly cash

$554 $636 $485 $618 $625 $709

benefit for family of 3ii 

TANF/FIP MONTHLY 
ELIGIBILITY LIMIT $1,279 $1,220 $1,023 $1,047 $1,200 $989   
for working familyiii

CHILD CARE SUBSIDY 180% 218% 275% 202% 184% 181%
ELIGIBILITY LIMITiv (effective 9/07) (incoming) (incoming)

(Starting RIte) up to 338%(exit) up to 343% (exit)

FOOD STAMP
ELIGIBILITY 

130% FPL 130% FPL 130% FPL 130% FPL 130% FPL 130% FPL

BENEFIT ELIGIBILITY AND COMPARISONS FOR MAJOR WORK SUPPORT PROGRAMS
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Health Insurance. States can provide health insurance

coverage to pregnant women, children and parents

through the federal-state Medicaid Program and cover-

age for children through the State Children’s Health

Insurance Program (SCHIP). Federal Medicaid law

mandates coverage for some populations (e.g., for

infants in families with income less than 185% FPL),

but states can set higher income limits.  Under SCHIP,

states can cover children ineligible for Medicaid in

families with income below 250% FPL or higher

with federal approval. Rhode Island has a blended

Medicaid/SCHIP program called RIte Care/RIte Share.

Rhode Island was a leader in providing comprehensive

health insurance to children and their parents, but in

recent years the other New England states have forged

ahead of Rhode Island.  

Cash Assistance. Under The Temporary Assistance to

Needy Families (TANF) block grant states are funded to

provide cash assistance and work-readiness services to

families with children under age 18.  States can set

income, resource and other eligibility rules as well as

work requirements and exemptions.  States are required

to spend a certain amount of their own funds each year

to qualify for the federal funds.  Because program rules

can vary widely and data reported to the federal

Administration for Children and Families do not show

the full scope of families assisted, it is hard to make

comparisons of states’ TANF programs.  

Rhode Island’s TANF program is called the Family

Independence Program (FIP) and provides assistance to

just under 10,000 families.  Rhode Island’s monthly
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TANF benefit for a family of three is second lowest

in the region at $554 a month.  Only Maine’s benefit

for a family of three is less at $485.  Rhode Island’s

benefit amount has not increased in 18 years.  Pay-

ments in the other states range from $618

(Massachusetts) to $709 (Vermont). 

To support families earning low wages and as an

incentive for cash assistance recipients to start work-

ing, states continue to provide assistance to families

once a parent starts a job.  As wages increase, the

cash payment decreases.  This “earned income limit”

is the maximum a parent can earn and qualify for a

supplemental payment.  Rhode Island’s income limit

for working families to qualify for a small cash sup-

plement (at 89% of the federal poverty level or

$1,279/month) is comparable to Connecticut and New

Hampshire, (85% and 84% respectively).  A Rhode

Island parent with 2 children working full time at mini-

mum wage is eligible for a cash supplement of

$78/month.  Combined with the earned income tax

credit, this supplemental payment brings the family’s

income just above the poverty level.

Child Care Assistance. The federal government pro-

vides funds to states for child care through the Child

Care Development Block grant.  States can set financial

eligibility as well as other program requirements.  States

can also spend TANF and/or their own funds on child

care and can count those state funds in meeting the

spending requirement under the federal TANF program.

COMPARISON OF WORK SUPPORTS IN RHODE ISLAND AND OTHER NEW ENGLAND STATES
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When Rhode Island’s Starting RIte child care program

was enacted in 1997, child care eligibility was set at

185% and scheduled to rise to 250% by 2000.  The

increase was not realized.  Rather, income eligibility was

capped at 225% FPL by the Rhode Island General

Assembly in 2002 and was rolled back to 180% FPL in

2007.  Rhode Island now has the lowest income limit

of all New England states.  Rhode Island only covers

families earning up to 180% FPL, while Massachusetts

serves families with income up to 343% FPL and

Connecticut up to 338% FPL. 

Since its inception, Starting RIte has been a critical

support for workers with young children.  In 2006, a

Rhode Island parent with two children earning 185%

of the Federal Poverty Level (or $30,710 a year) paid

$179 a month for child care.  Because of the eligibility

rollback to 180% of the FPL, this family is now

required to pay $1,283 a month in child care expenses –

approximately 50% of monthly earnings.  In 2006, the

program served 12,704 children.  In 2008, the number

of children receiving subsidized care is expected to fall

by 38% to 7,928.v
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i Health insurance includes coverage through the Medicaid or SCHIP programs for a family size of 3. Data regarding heath care eligibility is from Kaiser Family Foundation, statehealthfacts.org.
ii Data on TANF benefit amounts is from CRS report “The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Block Grant: Responses to Frequently Asked Questions” Updated December 12, 2006,

(RL32760) reflecting 2005 benefit amounts.
iii Data on TANF monthly eligibility limit is from Administration for Children and Families Seventh Annual Report to Congress on TANF, Chapter 12.

See http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/annualreport7/ar7index.htm. The data reflects 2003 policies, but they haven’t changed since that time. Note that the higher the earnings, the 
lower the TANF supplemental benefit. For instance, in Rhode Island, a parent working full time at minimum wage could receive a monthly supplement of $78.

iv Data from National Women’s Law Center’s report “State Child Care Assistance Policies 2007: Some Steps Forward, More Progress Needed”.
See http://www.nwlc .org/pdf/StateChildCareAssistancePoliciesReport07Web.pdf

v Revenue Estimating Conference, November 2007


