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PREFACE

The Food Stamp Program has undergone major changes due to the passage of the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). This legislation,
enacted August 22, 1996, makes the following significant modifications to the FSP:

e Most legal permanent resident aliens are disqualified from the FSP

e Most able-bodied, non-working, childless adults are limited to three months of FSP
benefits in any 36-month period

e The maximum food stamp benefit is reduced from 103 percent to 100 percent of the
Thrifty Food Plan

e The standard deduction is frozen at fiscal year 1996 levels indefinitely

» New shelter deduction caps are established for fiscal years 1997 through 2001, and the cap
is frozen at fiscal year 2001 levels in subsequent years

Because almost all of these changes were not in effect in fiscal year 1996, they are not reflected in this
report. Specifically, FSP participation counts include individuals who were participants in fiscal year
1996 but would be disqualified under PRWORA, and discussions of program eligibility and benefit
computation rules refer to the status of these rules in fiscal year 1996. Future reports in this series will
incorporate descriptions of the PRWORA rules as they are implemented.'

'A summary of PRWORA provisions that affect the FSP is available from the Food and Nutrition
Service World Wide Web site. For more details on how the alien and able-bodied provisions of
PRWORA affect the FSP, consult Characteristics of Childless Unemployed Adult and Legal
Immigrant Food Stamp Participants: Fiscal Year 1995. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and
Consumer Service, Office of Analysis and Evaluation; 1997.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) provides millions of Americans with the means to purchase food
for a nutritious diet. The FSP is the largest of the 15 domestic food and nutrition assistance
programs administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Food and Nutrition Service (FNS).
In an average month in fiscal year 1996, the FSP served approximately 25.5 million people. This
report presents the characteristics of food stamp households nationwide in fiscal year 1996 (October
1995 to September 1996) based on FSP household data for that period collected by FNS for quality
control purposes.

FSP Participation and Costs

In an average month of fiscal year 1996 the FSP provided benefits to 25.4 million people living in
10.5 million households across the United States. The total cost for the program over fiscal year
1995 was $24.3 billion, $22.4 billion of which were for food stamp benefits. The average monthly
food stamp benefit per household in fiscal year 1996 was $174. Compared with fiscal year 1996,
the level of FSP participation decreased by 4 percent, and FSP benefit costs decreased less than one
percent.

Characteristics of Food Stamp Households and Participants

In fiscal year 1996 slightly over half of all food stamp participants were children, 42 percent were
nonelderly adults, and 7 percent were elderly people. About 64 percent of the children were school
age, and more than two-thirds of the adults were women.

More than 90 percent of food stamp households lived in poverty, according to the fiscal year 1996
federal poverty guidelines issued by the Department of Health and Human Services (see Appendix
D). Food stamp benefits were concentrated among poorer households: while the gross income of
41 percent of all food stamp households was less than or equal to half of the poverty guideline, they
received 57 percent of all benefits. If the value of food stamps is included as income, 6 percent of
all food stamp households moved above the poverty guideline as a result of receiving food stamps,
and 23 percent moved from below to above half of the poverty guideline.

Of all food stamp households, 85 percent contained either a child or an elderly or disabled person,
and these households received 90 percent of all benefits. Households with children received a
relatively large average monthly food stamp benefit ($237), reflecting their relatively large average

'The figure 25.5 million people is based on FNS administrative records. The participant count
of 25.9 million cited later in the report and the other figures provided throughout the report are
estimates from the Food Stamp Quality Control sample. For an explanation of the difference in the
counts see Appendix G.

Xvii
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household size (3.3 people, compared with 2.5 people on average overall). Most of the food stamp
households with children were single-parent households, and the majority of these single-parent
households received support from Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). About 32
percent of food stamp households with children had earned income; 25 percent of single-parent
households and 53 percent of multiple-adult households with children had earnings.

More than three-quarters (76 percent) of food stamp households with an elderly member consisted
of an elderly person living alone. These individuals received an average benefit of $49. The average
food stamp benefit for all households containing an elderly person was $68, reflecting their smaller-
than-average household size.

xviii
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is a central component of America’s antipoverty program. The major
purpose of the FSP is “to permit low-income households to obtain a more nutritious diet . . . by
increasing their purchasing power” (The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended, P.L. 95-113). The FSP
is the largest of the domestic food and nutrition assistance programs administered by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). During fiscal year 1996 the FSP
served approximately 25.4 million people in an average month at a total cost of $24.3 billion.

The FSP is the only low-income assistance program available nationwide to essentially all financially
needy households and it imposes few nonfinancial categorical criteria. The FSP is also unique in that
it provides benefits through coupons or electronically. Food stamp benefits can be redeemed for food
in more than 200,000 authorized stores across the nation.

Federal, state and local governments share the costs and administration of the FSP. Congress
authorizes the FSP and appropriates necessary funds, while the Department of Agriculture establishes
FSP regulations under the Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended. FNS administers the FSP nationally,
while State and local welfare agencies operate the program locally. The federal government fully
funds the benefits of the FSP. Administrative costs are shared by the cooperating agencies, with FNS
usually paying 50 percent of the costs.

Since food stamps are available to most people who meet the income and resource standards set by
Congress, the FSP serves a broad spectrum of needy people. Using FSP household data, which FNS
periodically collects for quality control review purposes, FNS produces a series of reports (see
Appendix J for a list of titles) to enhance understanding of those served by the program. This report
presents a picture of households and individuals participating in the FSP in fiscal year 1996.'

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the FSP and the regulations used to determine eligibility and food
stamp benefits, as well as the factors that affect program participation and costs, such as legislative
changes and trends in the national economy. Chapter 3 describes the characteristics of individuals and
households participating in the FSP in fiscal year 1996. The appendices include supplemental tables,
detailed tabulations of household characteristics for the nation and by state, and a brief description of
the sample design and the sampling error associated with the estimates.

'Prior to the fiscal year 1995 report, reports in this series did not concentrate on the full fiscal year.
Rather, reports were based on a subset of the year, such as the summer months.

1
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CHAPTER 2: AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

The characteristics of food stamp households and the level of FSP participation change over time in
response to economic and demographic trends and to legislative changes in eligibility requirements.
This chapter begins by explaining FSP eligibility requirements, application procedures, benefit
computation, and food stamp issuance. The chapter then describes how the program changed from
fiscal year 1995 to fiscal year 1996 and concludes with a summary of program participation and costs
and their relationship to the economy in fiscal year 1996.

PROGRAM ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS

The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended, establishes uniform national eligibility standards for the
FSP and defines the basic FSP unit, the “household.” The eligibility criteria include gross and net
income limits, an asset limit, and various nonfinancial criteria. Some exceptions to these uniform
standards exist for certain high-cost areas, such as Alaska and Hawaii, and for certain individuals such
as elderly people (age 60 and over) and disabled people.

The Household

In general, individuals who live in a residential unit and purchase and prepare food together constitute
a household as defined in the FSP. The income and assets of each household member are aggregated
to determine eligibility and benefits. Individuals who live together in a residential unit but do not
purchase and prepare food together can apply as separate household units; thus, their income and assets
are considered separately in eligibility and benefit determinations, with some exceptions. Special
provisions allow elderly and disabled people who cannot prepare and purchase food because of a
substantial disability to apply as a separate household as long as the gross monthly income of the
remainder of their residential unit is less than 165 percent of the official Federal Government poverty
guidelines.” Groups that were always considered one household in fiscal year 1996 regardless of their
food purchasing and preparation arrangements included married couples and parents living with their
minor children.

?Federal poverty guidelines for many assistance programs are established annually by the
Secretary of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The FSP used 1995 poverty
guidelines (published in the February 1995 Federal Register) for all fiscal year 1996 income eligibility
tests. These guidelines were developed on the basis of the 1994 Census poverty thresholds. This
means that the income eligibility tests applied to food stamp households in fiscal year 1996 are based
on 1994 poverty measures. See Appendix C for a listing of the fiscal year 1996 FSP poverty
guidelines.
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Income Eligibility Standards

Monthly income is the most important determinant of a household’s FSP eligibility. The majority of
households that apply for food stamps must meet two income eligibility standards--a gross income
standard and a net income standard. As defined in the Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended, gross
income includes most cash income (with the exception of specific types of income such as loans) and
excludes most noncash income, or in-kind benefits.

First, the gross monthly income of all households without an elderly or disabled member must be at
or below 130 percent of the poverty guideline ($1,642 for a family of four in the contiguous United
States in fiscal year 1996). Households with elderly and disabled members are not subject to the gross
income test. Second, all households must meet a net income eligibility standard, defined as net
monthly income at or below 100 percent of the poverty guideline ($1,263 for a family of four in the
contiguous United States in fiscal year 1996). Net income is determined by subtracting deductions
permitted under the FSP from monthly gross income. Both the gross and net income eligibility
standards are established for various household sizes (Appendix D). Households are exempt from
these income tests, as well as the asset test, if all members of a household receive Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC) income, State General Assistance (GA), or Supplemental Security
Income (SSI).}

The FSP deducts the following from a household’s gross monthly income to arrive at the net monthly
income:*

*  Standard deduction. All households automatically receive a standard deduction, equal
to $134 in the contiguous United States and the District of Columbia in fiscal year 1996.
The standard deduction for outlying states and territories varies to reflect price
differences between these areas and the contiguous United States (Appendix E). The
standard deduction amounts are adjusted annually to reflect changes in the cost of living.

e  Earned income deduction. Households with earnings receive a deduction equal to 20
percent of the combined earnings of household members.

*  Dependent-care deduction. Households with dependents receive a deduction for
expenses involved in caring for children and other dependents while household members
work, seek employment, or go to school. The maximum dependent-care deduction in

*These categorically eligible households have their benefits determined according to the same
rules used for other eligible households.

“There is a distinction between a household’s deduction entitlement and the amount actually used
to compute food stamp benefits. The entitlement is the deduction that a household would receive on
the basis of its earned income and dependent-care, shelter, and medical expenses if the total of these
allowable deductions was less than the household’s gross income. Because net income cannot be less
than zero, households with total deductions greater than their gross incomes can only claim a portion
of their deduction entitlement.
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fiscal year 1996 was $200 per month per dependent under age 2 and $175 per month per
dependent age 2 or older (Appendix E).

»  Medical deduction. A deduction is available only to households that contain elderly or
disabled members. These households can deduct all medical costs incurred by the
elderly or disabled person that exceed $35. Medical expenses reimbursed by insurance
or government programs are not deductible. If a household contains more than one
disabled or elderly person, it can deduct the combined medical expenses that exceed each
elderly or disabled person’s initial $35 expense.

e Excess shelter expense deduction. All households are entitled to a deduction equal to
shelter costs (such as rent, mortgage payments, utility bills, property taxes, and
insurance) that exceed 50 percent of a household’s countable income after all other
potential deductions are subtracted from gross income. This deduction is subject to a
limit. However, households that contain elderly or disabled members are entitled to
subtract the full value of shelter costs that exceed 50 percent of their adjusted income.
The limit on the excess shelter expense deduction for households without elderly or
disabled members for fiscal year 1996 was $247 for the contiguous United States and
the District of Columbia. The excess shelter expense deduction for outlying states and
territories varies to reflect price differences between these areas and the contiguous
United States (Appendix E).

»  Child support payment deduction. Households can deduct legally-obligated child
support payments made to or for a non-household member.

Assets

The second most important determinant of FSP eligibility is a household’s assets. Most households
are permitted up to $2,000 in countable assets. However, households with elderly people are allowed
up to $3,000. Countable assets include cash, assets that can easily be converted into cash (such as
money in checking or savings accounts, savings certificates, stocks or bonds, and lump-sum
payments), and nonliquid resources. However, selected pieces of property such as family homes, tools
of a trade, or business property used to earn income are not counted. Assets also do not include any
vehicles used as a home, to produce income, or to transport disabled people. Vehicles not used for
these purposes are counted in the following way: for the first vehicle and any additional vehicles used
to commute to work or qualifying job training programs, any fair market value exceeding $4,600 is
counted toward the asset limit; for all other vehicles, the higher of either any fair market value in
excess of $4,600 or any equity (fair market value minus remaining liens) is counted.

Nonfinancial Eligibility Standards

The FSP does have some nonfinancial eligibility standards, such as restrictions on the participation
of aliens, students, strikers, and people who are institutionalized. In addition, able-bodied food stamp
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participants are required to register for work and accept suitable employment. The following
individuals are exempt from work registration:

¢ People younger than age 16 or older than age 59

» People who are physically or mentally disabled

»  Caretakers of dependent children younger than age 6 or of incapacitated adults

* People who work at least 30 hours per week

» People subject to the work requirements of the AFDC program

e People who receive unemployment insurance

e People ages 16 and 17 who are not household heads or who are attending school

e People in drug addiction or alcoholic treatment and rehabilitation programs

»  Students enrolled in school at least half time
Since April 1987, most work registrants have been required to participate in state employment and
training (E&T) programs, which provide work experience, educational programs, and job search
training. Not all work registrants are required to participate in E&T programs, however. For example,
States may exempt pregnant women and people living in areas where E&T programs are not available.
APPLICATION PROCEDURES
To apply for food stamps, individuals are required to appear in person at their local food stamp offices.
However, elderly and disabled people and people who have transportation problems can be
interviewed by telephone or at their homes. All states must allow individuals to apply for food stamps
when they apply for AFDC. Individuals applying for SSI benefits can simultaneously apply for food
stamps.
The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended, requires that local offices process applications for food
stamps within 30 days after they are received. However, households without significant income or
resources can receive expedited food stamp eligibility verification and acquire food stamp benefits
within five calendar days after they apply. Those eligible for expedited service include (1) homeless
people, (2) migrant or seasonal farm workers with assets equal to or less than $100, (3) households

with gross income equal to or less than $150 and assets equal to or less than $100, and (4) households
with shelter costs that exceed their gross income and assets combined.
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FSP participants are required to appear in person at their local food stamp offices periodically for
recertification. The certification period varies according to the likelihood of a change in a food stamp
household’s financial circumstances. In fiscal year 1996, food stamp households were certified for
food stamps for an average of 10 months.

BENEFIT COMPUTATION

After a household is certified for food stamps, its monthly food stamp benefit is computed on the basis
of its net monthly income, the benefit reduction rate, and the maximum food stamp benefit for its
household size and location. The maximum benefit to which a household is entitled is based on the
June cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) for a family of four, adjusted for different household sizes
and geographic areas outside the contiguous United States. The cost of the TFP is based on an
economical and nutritious diet, adjusted for household size and composition. Maximum benefits are
revised annually to reflect changes in the cost of the foods in the TFP. As specified in the Food Stamp
Act of 1977, as amended, the maximum benefit was 100 percent of the TFP through 1988, 100.65
percent in 1989, 102.05 percent in 1990, and 103 percent in 1991, 1992, 1994, 1995 and 1996.° Thus,
in fiscal year 1996 the maximum monthly benefit for a family of four in the contiguous U.S. was $385
(Appendix F).

The benefit reduction rate is the rate at which benefits are reduced for every additional dollar of net
income. The benefit reduction rate is 30 percent, reflecting the assumption that a household will spend
30 percent of its net income on food, and that the FSP will provide the difference between that amount
and the maximum benefit. Thus, benefits are reduced by 30 cents for every additional dollar of net
income.

A household’s monthly food stamp benefit is computed by subtracting 30 percent of its net income
from the maximum benefit. If a household has zero net income, it receives the maximum food stamp
benefit. All eligible one- and two-person households are guaranteed a minimum benefit of at least $10
per month (except during the initial month of participation). For new participants, benefits are
prorated for the first month.

FOOD STAMP ISSUANCE

State and local food stamp offices use various systems to provide food stamp benefits. The four main
methods of issuance:

a ATD nasd Awm anthamantian ta nq?:im@‘A'Tp}' HA_A:ﬁnm;nn., ‘l‘—ﬁ'd iraiag 2ilnd tn tha

participant each month; the participant then exchanges the card for food stamps at an
authorized issuance office.
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»  Mail. State and local offices mail the food stamps directly to the participant.
e Manually. The participant obtains food stamps directly from the food stamp office.

e Electronic benefit transfer. The participant receives a “debit” card, similar to a bank
card, which is used when making food purchases at authorized retail stores. The
household’s monthly benefit is electronically transferred to a benefit account created
specifically for FSP benefits. When a purchase is made, the amount of the purchase is
debited from the household’s FSP account.

PROGRAM CHANGES SINCE THE PREVIOUS FISCAL YEAR

Two provisions of the Mickey Leland Childhood Hunger Relief Act, which was enacted on August
10, 1993, went into effect at the beginning of fiscal year 1996 and affect the FSP:

e A mandatory income deduction was established for child support payments made to
people outside the food stamp unit.®

* The fair market value limit for vehicles was increased to $4,600 from $4,550.

FSP PARTICIPATION AND COSTS

After declining steadily from 1983 to 1989, FSP participation grew substantially during the early
1990s. As illustrated in Figure 2.1, FSP participation increased by 35 percent between fiscal year 1990
and fiscal year 1993. FSP participation increased slowly during the early months of fiscal year 1994,
peaked at 28.0 million people in March 1994, and then declined. The number of FSP participants has
been declining since fiscal year 1994. The number of people served by the FSP hovered around 26.0
million during the first half of fiscal year 1996, then dropped to 24.8 million by the end of the year.

Over the past ten years, trends in FSP participation levels have been similar to trends in major
economic indicators (Table 2.1). The increase in FSP participation beginning in 1989 and continuing
into 1993 was associated with an economic recession that began in 1990. Major economic indicators
for most of this period portray a downturn. As the economy improved between 1993 and 1996, FSP
participation leveled off and then began to decline. However, it should be noted that the decline in
people living in poverty leveled off between 1995 and 1996, while the FSP caseload continued to fall.

Total FSP costs decreased from $24.6 billion in fiscal year 1995 to $24.3 billion in fiscal year 1996.
The reduction in costs occurred in part because of the reduction in the caseload and in part because the
average monthly benefit fell from $71 per person in fiscal year 1995 to $69 per person in fiscal year
1996. The total cost of the FSP in fiscal year 1996 included $22.4 billion in benefits, $1.8 billion in
state administrative costs, and $67 million in other costs.

*The deduction was optional between September 1, 1994 and September 30, 1995.
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FIGURE 2.1
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FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS, UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE, AND POOR PEOPLE
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Table 2.1--Major Economic Indicators, Calendar Years 1985-1996

Calendar Year

Economic Indicator 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Real GDP Increase¢ ........ 3.6 3.1 2.9 38 34 1.2 -0.9 2.7 2.3 3.5 2.0 2.8
Productivity Increase” . .. .. .. 1.6 2.6 0.1 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 34 0.2 0.4 0.0 1.5
Unemployment Rate® ... .... 7.2 7.0 6.2 5.5 5.3 5.6 6.8 7.5 6.9 6.1 5.6 54
Inflation Rate’ . ........... 34 2.6 31 3.6 4.2 4.3 4.0 2.8 2.6 24 2.5 23
InterestRate" . . . .......... 11.4 9.0 94 9.7 9.3 9.3 8.8 8.1 7.2 8.0 7.6 7.4
Persons Below 100 Percent of
Poverty Line

Number in Thousands . . .. 33,064 32,370 32,221 31,745 31,528 33,585 35,708 38,014 39,265 38,059 36,425 36,529

Percentage of Total

Population .. .......... 14.0 13.6 13.4 13.0 12.8 13.5 14.2 14.8 15.1 14.5 13.8 13.7

*Percent change from preceding year.

"Percent change from preceding year in output per hour, business sector.

‘Unemployment rate for all civilian workers.

“Percentage change from preceding year in the implicit price deflator for Gross Domestic Product.

‘Corporate Aaa bond yield.

Source for first line of data: Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis. [http://www.bea.doc.gov/bea/sumnip-d.html]. “Real Gross Domestic Product.”

Source for second line of data: Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. [http://stats.bls.gov:80/cgi-bin/surveymost]. “Major Sector Productivity and Costs Index.”
Source for third and fifth lines of data: Economic Report of the President, Washington, DC, February 1996.

Source for fourth line of data: Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis. [http://www.bea.doc.gov/bea/sumnip-d.html]. “Price Indexes and Implicit Deflators.”

Source for last two lines of data: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Poverty in the United States, P60-198. [http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/povty96.htmi].
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CHAPTER 3: CHARACTERISTICS OF FOOD STAMP HOUSEHOLDS
AND PARTICIPANTS

The FSP serves the nutritional needs of a broad spectrum of low-income Americans.” In an average
month in fiscal year 1996, the FSP provided benefits to 25.9 million people living in 10.6 million
households.® Almost all food stamp households lived in poverty (according to the federal poverty
guidelines for program eligibility in fiscal year 1996). The vast majority of food stamp households
contained either a child (under age 18), an elderly person (over age 59), or a disabled person. The
average food stamp household received a monthly food stamp benefit of $174, had an average gross
monthly income of $528 and an average net monthly income of $275, was entitled to an average total
deduction of $287 a month, and had an average household size of 2.5 people. This chapter elaborates
on the economic status of food stamp households and discusses the composition of food stamp
households, the characteristics of food stamp participants, and changes in the characteristics of food
stamp households between fiscal year 1995 and fiscal year 1996.

THE POVERTY STATUS OF FOOD STAMP HOUSEHOLDS’

The FSP provides benefits to households in need. As shown in Table 3.1, the gross monthly income
of 92 percent of food stamp households in fiscal year 1996 was less than or equal to 100 percent of the
federal poverty guideline (Appendix D). The gross monthly income of approximately two-thirds of
all food stamp households was less than or equal to 75 percent of the poverty guideline, and the income
of 42 percent of all food stamp households was less than or equal to 50 percent of the guideline.

The FSP effectively targets benefits to the most needy households. That is, poorer households receive
larger food stamp benefits than do households with more income. While only 42 percent of all food
stamp households had a gross monthly income less than or equal to 50 percent of the poverty guideline,
they received 57 percent of all benefits. In contrast, the households that had gross monthly income
over the poverty guideline, which accounted for 8.6 percent of all food stamp households, received
only 3.3 percent of all benefits.

"The information provided in this chapter and the estimates in Appendices A and B are based on
a sample of 50,883 households that participated in the FSP in fiscal year 1996. The sample was drawn
from food stamp households in the 50 States, the District of Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin Islands.
Households in Puerto Rico and the Northern Mariana Islands were not included in the sample because
Puerto Rico has its own Nutritional Assistance Program which replaced the FSP there in July 1982,
and the Northern Mariana Islands participate in another block grant program instead of the FSP.

%The figure of 25.9 million participants differs from the number of food stamp participants
according to FNS administrative records, 25.5 million people, because the sample estimate is weighted
by households rather than by individuals (see Appendix I).

°For more information on the economic status of food stamp households, see appendix Tables A-3
through A-8.
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Table 3.1-- Distribution of Households and Benefits by Income as a
Percentage of Poverty Guideline, Fiscal Year 1996

Gross Income as a Percentage of:
Percentage of Poverty Guideline? All Households| All Benefits
Totald ... 100.0 100.0
25% OFJESS ... e ceennnn e aene e 18.6 236
26 - S0P ..ottt as s snen e e 229 337
51- 75% 260 26.7
T6-100% .......coecrierissrisissstaessnresemesaene 239 127
10t - 130% 8.0 32
131% or more 0.6 0.1

8 Defined as the fiscal year 1996 poverty guidelines published by the Department of

Health and Human Services (see Appendix C).

b Due to rounding, the sum of individual categories may not match the table total.

Source: Fiscal Year 1996 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.
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To estimate the impact of food stamps on a household’s purchasing power, we can add the dollar value
of the food stamps to household income and then examine the distribution of households by poverty
status.'” As shown in Table 3.2, the combination of cash and food stamps--an alternative measure of
gross income that includes food stamp benefits--yields a significantly different distribution of food
stamp households by poverty status. Specifically, the alternative measure of income sufficiently
increased the income of food stamp households to move 6 percent of them above the poverty
guideline. Food stamp benefits had an even greater impact on the poorest households, moving 23
percent of food stamp households above 50 percent of the poverty guideline.

HOUSEHOLDS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

While the FSP does not restrict eligibility for food stamps to certain individuals, it effectively serves
many households that contain people with special needs--that is, children and elderly or disabled
people. In fiscal year 1996, 85 percent of all food stamp households had either a child, an elderly
person, or a disabled person. These households received 89 percent of all food stamp benefits. This
section describes the characteristics of food stamp households with children, elderly people, or
disabled people.

Households with Children

In fiscal year 1996, the FSP served approximately 13 million children each month, representing more
than half of all participants. Of all food stamp households, 60 percent had children (Table 3.3).
Compared with other food stamp households, households that contained children received a relatively
high average food stamp benefit of $237 per month (Table 3.4). This relatively high benefit primarily
reflects the fact that the average household size among food stamp households with children (3.3
people) was larger than the average household size among all food stamp households (2.5 people).

Children who received food stamps in fiscal year 1996 tended to live in households that were headed
by single parents and that received AFDC benefits in addition to food stamps. Of all food stamp
households with children, 69 percent were headed by a single parent, representing 41 percent of all
food stamp households. Since the AFDC program serves predominantly single-parent families, a large
percentage (68 percent) of these single-parent food stamp households also received AFDC. One-
quarter of the single-parent food stamp households had earnings.

A substantial proportion (15 percent) of food stamp households contained multiple adults and children,
representing one-quarter of all food stamp households with children.! The characteristics of multiple-
adult households with children varied considerably from those of single-adult households with

'®This comparison assumes that program participants value their food stamp benefits at face value.

"In multiple-adult households with children, the second adult may not necessarily be a parent.
He or she may be an adult child of the head, a grandparent, or even an unrelated person. Over two-
thirds of multiple-adult households with children contained a household head and his or her spouse.

13
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Table 3.2--Effect of Food Stamp Benefits on the Poverty Status of Food Stamp Households, Fiscal Year 1996

Distribution of Households in
Relation to Poverty Guideline
Gross Income as a Based on Based on Cash Change in
Percentage of Poverty Guideline® Cash Only and Food Stamps Percentage Points

Total’ ............. 100% 100% 0
50%orless.......... 42 19 -23
51-.100 .. ........... 50 66 16
10tormore ......... 9 15 6

*Defined as the fiscal year 1996 poverty guidelines published by the Department of Health and Human Services
(see Appendix C).

*Due to rounding, the sum of individual categories may not add to 100 percent.

Source: Fiscal Year 1996 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.

14



Sl

Table 3.3-- Household Composition and Selected Characteristics of Participating Households, Fiscal Year 1996

Table of Contents

All Households Households With:
. Earned Income Social Sccurity AFDC General Assistance SS1
Households With: Number Percent
(000) Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
(000) (000) (000) (000) (000)

Total? ..., 10,552 100.0 2,379 100.0 2,034 100.0 3,866 100.0 677 100.0 2,538 100.0
Children ..............ccevvnene. 6,280 59.5 2,000 84.0 430 211 3,806 98.5 110 16.3 729 28.7
Single-Adult Household ....... 4,319 40.9 1,070 450 255 12.6 2,921 75.6 68 10.0 452 17.8
Multiple-Adult Household ... 1,603 15.2 853 359 162 79 693 179 40 6.0 269 10.6
347 33 75 3.1 12 0.6 184 4.8 2 0.2 7 03

11 0.1 2 0.1 1 0.1 8 0.2 0 0.0 | 0.1

Elderly .......ccoovriiiiinan, 1,710 16.2 65 27 1,198 58.9 73 1.9 96 143 998 39.3
Living Alone ...... 1,302 12.3 25 1.1 939 46.2 2 0.0 73 108 765 30.1
Not Living Alone ................. 409 39 40 1.7 259 12.7 n" 1.8 23 35 233 9.2
Disabled ... 2,131 202 184 1.7 827 40.7 504 13.0 95 14.0 1,774 699
Living Alone ...... 1,114 10.6 53 22 493 242 1 0.0 62 92 885 349
Not Living Alone ................. 1,016 9.6 131 55 334 16.4 503 13.0 33 48 889 350
Other Householdsb .............. 1,567 149 269 11.3 0 0.0 52 14 406 60.0 i 0.0
Single-Person Household ... 1,377 130 190 8.0 0 0.0 30 08 384 56.7 1 0.0
Multi-Person Household ...... 191 1.8 79 33 - - 22 0.6 22 33 0 0.0

3 The sum of individual categories does not match the table total because a household can have more than one of the characteristics in the table.

b Households not containing children, elderly persons, or disabled persons.

~ No sample households are found in this category.

Source: Fiscal Year 1996 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.
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‘Table 3.4-- Average Values of Selected Characteristics by Household Composition, Fiscal Year 1996

Average Values
L Gross Net Monthly
Households With: Monthly Monthly Food Stamp Houschold
Income Income Benefit Size
(Dollars) (Dollars) (Dollars) (Persons)

TOtRl ...t 528 275 174 25
Children ................... . 613 335 237 33
Single-Adult Household ...........cccocooeiiricnnnennenenene 537 269 230 30
Multiple-Adult Household 877 555 270 45
Other ..o 348 145 166 19
Unknown .........oooccimmincncncnnnenn. 467 248 303 38
Elderly ... 561 303 68 14
Living Alone .................... 505 250 49 1.0
Not Living Alone ..........ccccccvenneene 740 473 128 25
665 401 107 21

Living Alone .. 512 237 53 1.0
Not Living Alone ..... 833 580 167 34
Other Households? ......... 170 42 121 1.1
Single-Person Household ................c.cccooiiiniiennnns 142 28 112 1.0
Multi-Person Household ...........ccooonieiiionicniiccneanne 373 142 190 21

2 Households not containing children, elderly persons, or disabled persons.

Source: Fiscal Year 1996 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.
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children. Among households with children, the average monthly food stamp benefit for single-adult
households was lower than that of multiple-adult households, although the per capita benefit was
higher for people in single-adult households than people in multiple-adult households ($77 versus $60)
because single-adult households were poorer. Single-adult households with children had substantially
lower gross monthly incomes ($537 versus $877). Of all multiple-adult households with children,
more than half received income from earnings and 43 percent received AFDC. Households with
children constituted 84 percent of all food stamp households with earnings.

Households With Elderly People

In fiscal year 1996 the FSP served an average of 1.9 million elderly people each month.”? Food stamp
households containing elderly members represented 16 percent of all food stamp households. These
households received an average food stamp benefit of $68 per month.

Elderly people who received food stamps tended to live alone, and thus received relatively small food
stamp benefits. In fiscal year 1996, 76 percent of all food stamp households with elderly members
were single-person households. These households received an average food stamp benefit of $49 per
month compared with $128 in benefits for households with elderly people not living alone. Elderly
people not living alone lived in households averaging 2.5 people.

Food stamp households that contained elderly people tended to receive SSI and Social Security
income. In fiscal year 1996, 58 percent of all food stamp households with elderly members received
SSI, 70 percent received Social Security, and 35 percent received both SSI and Social Security income.
Food stamp households with elderly members represented 39 percent of all food stamp households
with SSI and 59 percent of food stamp households with Social Security income.

Households With Disabled People

In fiscal year 1996, households that contained disabled people represented 20 percent of all food stamp
households.” These households received an average monthly food stamp benefit of $107.

Similar to households with elderly members, households containing a disabled person living alone
received a lower average monthly food stamp benefit than did households that contained disabled
people not living alone ($53 compared with $167). About 52 percent of food stamp households that
contained disabled people were single-person households, while 48 percent were multiple-person

?Elderly people are those age 60 or over.

In this report, disabled people are defined as those under age 65 who receive SSI and those age
18 to 61 who receive Social Security, veterans benefits, or other governmental benefits as a result of
disability. Before 1995, disabled people were defined as those who receive SSI but are not elderly.
The new definition allows individuals to be classified as both elderly and disabled when applicable and
has the effect of increasing the number of FSP participants who are considered disabled.
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households. Once again the difference in benefits between the two groups reflects differences in
average household size. Disabled people who did not live alone lived in households averaging 3.4

people .

Other Households Served by the FSP

The FSP serves needy households other than those that contain children, elderly people, or disabled
people. In fiscal year 1996, 15 percent of all food stamp households consisted solely of one or more
nonelderly, nondisabled adult. These households received an average food stamp benefit of $121 per
month. They tended to be single-person households (88 percent) and represented the majority (60
percent) of households that received General Assistance (GA).

Of all food stamp households in fiscal year 1996, 29 percent were individuals who lived alone.
Because these households only contained one individual, the average monthly food stamp benefit was
only $72. Most of these individuals (60 percent) were female, and 38 percent were elderly. Compared
with all food stamp households, a relatively small proportion of food stamp participants living alone
received earnings (7 percent), and a relatively high proportion had zero gross income (17 percent).

CHARACTERISTICS OF FSP PARTICIPANTS

The FSP serves a broad spectrum of individuals. In fiscal year 1996 more than half were children (less
than 18 years old), 42 percent were nonelderly adults (age 18 to 59), and 7 percent were elderly
adults."* Approximately 64 percent of the children served by the FSP were school age (between ages
5 and 17). Seventy-one percent of elderly adults and 69 percent of nonelderly adults were female. The
majority (71 percent) of nonelderly adult food stamp participants lived in households with children--
approximately 38 percent lived in households containing at least one other adult and one child.

With the exception of certain groups of individuals, such as caretakers of small children and people
working at least 30 hours a week, all able-bodied nonelderly adult food stamp participants are required
to register for work and accept suitable employment as a condition of receiving food stamps. As with
participants in the FSP, participants in other assistance programs often are required to register for

“For more information on FSP participants and household heads, see appendix Tables A-24 and
A-27 through A-30.
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work. In fiscal year 1996, 25 percent of all food stamp household heads were registered for work
under the FSP or another assistance program.!* Most food stamp household heads (71 percent) were
exempt from work registration requirements--21 percent of household heads were disabled, 12 percent
were younger or older than the required ages, 20 percent were the caretakers of a child or an
incapacitated adult, 10 percent were already employed full time, and 9 percent were exempt for other
reasons. '

CHANGES IN THE CHARACTERISTICS OF FOOD STAMP HOUSEHOLDS

The number of households receiving food stamps decreased slightly (by 3 percent) between fiscal year
1995 and fiscal year 1996.!7 Most of the characteristics of food stamp households remained constant
or changed little during that time.'"* For example, the percentage of households with an elderly
member, the percentage with children, the percentage with only one member and the average
household size all remained constant between fiscal year 1995 and 1996. The percentage of
households with a disabled member increased slightly from 19 percent in fiscal year 1995 to 20 percent
in fiscal year 1996.

The overall economic conditions of the average food stamp household improved slightly between
fiscal year 1995 and fiscal year 1996. The average net income of food stamp households increased
by 1 percent in real dollars (Table 3.5), while the percentage of households with zero net income (25
percent) remained constant. The percentage of households with earnings increased from approximately
21 percent in fiscal year 1995 to 23 percent in fiscal year 1996. The percentage of households
receiving AFDC fell from more than 38 percent to less than 36 percent while the percentage of all FSP
households with children remained constant. The increase in the percentage of households with a
disabled member was associated with an increase in the percentage of households receiving SSI (from
23 percent to 24 percent).

*Reports in this series prior to summer 1989 included as work registrants only people required
to register for work under the FSP; the summer 1989 through fiscal year 1996 reports include as work
registrants food stamp participants registered for work under the FSP and food stamp participants
registered for the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS) program. For more information on the
work registration status of food stamp participants and household heads, see appendix Table A-29.

'*The work registration status of 4 percent of household heads was unknown.

'"For more information on trends in the c