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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report paints a comprehensive picture of individuals’ patterns of participation in the Food
Stamp Program during the early 1990s. The food stamp caseload has varied dramatically in recent
years, rising from 19 million in 1989 to 28 million in 1994, then falling to 21 million in September
1997. Such variation raises the possibility that the experiences of people receiving food stamps may
also differ over time. In particular, food stamp participants’ experiences may have been different
in the early 1990s than they were in the mid-1980s, the period covered by the last major study of
food stamp participation dynamics.

The report addresses the following five questions about food stamp recipients’ experiences on
the program:

1. What events lead people to enter (or exit) the Food Stamp Program?
2. How long do individuals going on the program remain on food stamps before exiting?

3. When participants exit the Food Stamp Program, do they stay off food stamps
permanently or do they reenter the program later, and what does this imply about long-
term dependence on food stamps?

4. What factors distinguish those who are more dependent on food stamps from those who
are less dependent?

5. How did food stamp participation patterns change between the mid-1980s and the early
1990s, a period of rapid growth in the food stamp caseload?

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

We use the 1990 and 1991 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP)
to study food stamp participation dynamics. SIPP is a nationally representative, longitudinal survey
of the resident, noninstitutionalized population of the United States. The 1990 SIPP panel’s
longitudinal sample consists of almost 44,000 individuals, including about 5,300 who reported
receiving food stamps during at least one month of the 32-month panel period. The panel covers
respondents’ activities between late 1989 and summer 1992. The 1991 panel’s sample consists of
just over 30,000 individuals, including about 3,700 who reported receiving food stamps during at
least one panel month. The 1991 panel covers respondents’ activities in the 32-month period
between late 1990 and summer 1993. We use the more recent 1991 panel alone for the analysis that
describes recipients’ patterns of food stamp participation. In our multivariate analysis, however, we
estimate the basic model separately for a variety of household subgroups. To maximize the relevant
sample sizes, therefore, we use data from both panels.
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Most of our analysis of food stamp participation dynamics is based on individuals’ “spells” of
participation. A participation spell is a string of consecutive months in which a person receives food
stamps. For most of the analysis, we focus on participation spells that begin during the 32-month
SIPP panel period. However, to obtain information on longer participation spells in selected
analyses, we also use information collected from SIPP respondents on their food stamp receipt prior
to the panel period.

A natural part of the analysis of food stamp participation spells is to measure the distribution
of the length of these spells. However, determining how long spells last depends on what group of
food stamp recipients is examined. We use two samples in this report: (1) an entry cohort sample,
and (2) a cross-sectional sample. The entry cohort sample includes all individuals who began a food
stamp participation spell during the SIPP panel period. Analysis of this sample allows us to make
statements about the food stamp experiences of recipients starting at the point they enter the food
stamp program. The “point-in-time,” or cross-sectional sample includes the full caseload of food
stamp recipients in a given month, including those who began their food stamp spell prior to that
month or all food stamp recipients in that month. Analysis of the cross-sectional sample allows us
to make statements about the food stamp experiences of the group of people who make up the food
stamp caseload in a given month. Both of these perspectives are potentially useful, and we provide
information from each throughout the report.

In addition to analyzing the duration of food stamp participation spells, we measure participants’
dependence on food stamps over time. One drawback of focusing on the length of single
participation spells is that they can give a misleading picture of individuals’ overall experiences on
the program. For example, if participants quickly exit the program after entering, their participation
spells will be short, suggesting little dependence on food stamps. However, if many participants who
quickly exit the program also quickly reenter it, their dependence on food stamps over time could
be relatively high. To address this issue, we measure the total amount of time individuals participate
in the program during the 32-month SIPP panel period, regardless of whether this participation is
continuous (a single participation spell) or intermittent (multiple spells).

To measure what factors distinguish recipients who are more dependent on food stamps from
those who are less dependent, we estimate multivariate models of the length of participation spells
and the length of time between the end of a participation spell and reentry into the food stamp
program, using the entry cohort sample. The models show the effects on spell entry and exit of
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, entry and exit trigger events, and variables
reflecting state economic and public assistance program information. Unlike the descriptive
analysis, the sample for the multivariate analysis includes only adults. In addition, we estimate
separate models by household type.

RESULTS
o Income changes trigger most movement into and out of the Food Stamp Program,

although some evidence suggests that a combination of falling income and a change
in household composition also commonly leads to food stamp entry
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About two-thirds of all people entering the Food Stamp Program experience a 20 percent drop
in household income sometime during the four months before they started receiving food stamps.
Similarly, about two-thirds of those who stop receiving food stamps experience a 20 percent increase
in income around the time they leave the program.

For some food stamp entrants, multiple events in their lives may lead them to start receiving
food stamps. The importance of multiple events becomes apparent when we examine experiences
over a period longer than the four months prior to food stamp entry. In particular, about one-third
of entrants had both a decrease in household income and some change in the composition of their
household (such as the departure of a spouse) during the eight months before they started receiving
food stamps. Further analysis we conducted shows that both short-term events and long-term
conditions are important in triggering the decision to start receiving food stamps. For example, we
find that being unemployed in a given month is much more likely to trigger food stamp entry among
individuals who are ordinarily employed than among those who are ordinarily unemployed.

Another way of looking at the decision to start receiving food stamps is to compare the
characteristics of food stamp entrants with those of people who do not enter the program. We find
that certain characteristics make a person more likely to start receiving food stamps. In particular,
individuals who had previously received food stamps are much more likely to enter the program in
a given month than those who had never received food stamps; two-thirds of food stamp entrants are
repeat entrants. In addition, individuals in households with children (especially in households with
a single adult and children) are more likely to enter the program than those in households without
children. Finally, children are more likely to enter the program than prime-age adults, who are more
likely to enter than the elderly.

s Most people who begin receiving food stamps exit the program relatively quickly; on
the other hand, among food stamp recipients at a given point in time, most are in the
middle of long participation spells

Among people who start receiving food stamps in a given month, according to analysis of the
entry cohort sample, most stop receiving food stamps within one year. The median participation
spell length among food stamp entrants is only nine months. Furthermore, fewer than one-third of
entrants remain on food stamps for two or more years and fewer than one in five remain on food
stamps for five or more years (Figure 1).

However, analysis of the cross-sectional sample suggests greater dependence on food stamps
among the caseload of food stamp recipients at a given point in time. Those who are on food stamps
for long periods make up a disproportionate fraction of the caseload at any point in time. Among
the food stamp caseload in a given month, a small minority (11 percent) are in the middle of a
participation spell of a year or less, while over three-fourths are in the middle of a spell of two or
more years, and over 60 percent are in the middle of a spell of five or more years.
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FIGURE 1

LENGTH OF FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION SPELLS
AMONG FOOD STAMPS ENTRANTS AND A
CROSS-SECTION OF RECIPIENTS
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SOURCE: 1991 SIPP Panet

Whether we examine the entry cohort or cross-sectional sample, we find that certain groups of
food stamp recipients stay on the program longer than other groups. In particular, food stamp spells
are longest among those whose income is below the poverty line, who are in female-headed
households with children, and who are repeat entrants into the program. Able-bodied, prime-age
adults without children tend to have the shortest spells.

* Reentering the Food Stamp Program after exiting is common, leading to high levels
of dependence on food stamps over time

More than half of those who stop receiving food stamps reenter the program within two years.
Many of those who reenter the program do so relatively quickly. Among all individuals who exit
food stamps, one-fourth start receiving food stamps again within four months and 42 percent with
one year. The rate at which former recipients reenter the program slows down over time, as only 11
percent reenter the program in their second year after exiting food stamps.

These high reentry rates imply that the typical food stamp recipient is highly dependent on food
stamps over the 32-month SIPP panel period, despite the short participation spells of most food
stamp entrants. Among individuals who received food stamps at any time during the panel period,
one-third received food stamps in each of the 32 months, while only a little over one-third received
food stamps for a year or less during this period (Figure 2). The median “total time on” food stamps
during the panel period among recipients was 20 months, nearly two-thirds of the maximum possible
number of months. For many recipients, this heavy reliance on food stamps comes in the form of
intermittent, rather than continuous, participation in the program. Measured over the panel period
of less than three years, half of all recipients are on and off food stamps more than one time.
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FIGURE 2

RECIPIENTS' TOTAL TIME ON FOOD STAMPS
DURING 32-MONTH PANEL PERIOD
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SOURCE: 1991 SIPP Panet

» Individuals’ economic circumstances and household structure are the most important
determinants of how long they receive food stamps

We find that the better the economic circumstances of food stamp recipients when they enter
the program, the shorter the length of their food stamp participation spells. For example, those who
are working at the time they enter the program stay on food stamps for shorter periods of time than
recipients not working at entry, all else equal. Furthermore, even among those who are not working
when they start receiving food stamps, the longer that recipients have been out of work at the time
they enter the program, the longer they will continue to receive food stamps before exiting.
Household income is also related to the length of food stamp participation spells--recipients whose
household income is below the poverty line when they start receiving food stamps tend to stay on
the program longer than those in higher income households, even after controlling for employment
status. Finally, another variable that proxies for individuals’ economic circumstances is their receipt
of cash welfare. We find that, all else equal, recipients receiving cash welfare when they enter the
Food Stamp Program tend to stay on the program longer than those not receiving cash welfare.

A similar set of economic factors affects whether former recipients reenter the Food Stamp
Program after exiting. Those receiving AFDC and living in poverty at the time they stop receiving
food stamps are much more likely than their counterparts to reenter the program, all else equal. Once
income is controlled for, however, employment does not significantly affect whether individuals
return to food stamps.

For prime-age, able-bodied food stamp recipients without children, increases in the state
unemployment rate and falling wages in the state’s manufacturing industry lead to significantly
longer stays on food stamps, even after controlling for employment and income. This suggests that
in addition to an individual’s economic circumstances at food stamp entry, general economic
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conditions in their area influence how quickly adults without children can exit the Food Stamp
Program. For other groups, the unemployment rate and manufacturing wages do not significantly
affect the length of food stamp spells.

The dimensions of household structure that are the most important determinants of the length
of participation spells are the number of adults and the number of children in the household. Food
stamp recipients in female-headed households with children remain on food stamps longer than other
household groups. Furthermore, even among members of this group, food stamp spells are longer
when there are fewer adults and more children under age six in the household. These results suggest
that child care problems may lead to longer food stamp participation spells for some groups. In other
words, those in households with many children to care for and few adulits to provide care tend to
remain on food stamps longer than those in households with fewer young children or more adults.

» The increase in the food stamp caseload between the mid-1980s and early 1990s was
driven primarily by an increase in the length of participation spells

The typical food stamp entrant in the early 1990s remained on food stamps longer than the
typical entrant in the mid-1980s. In particular, the median participation spell length was six months
for spells beginning in the mid-1980s (Burstein 1993), compared with nine months for spells
beginning in the early 1990s. Similarly, the fraction of entrants who stayed on food stamps for at
least two years increased from one-fifth to just under one-third during this period (Figure 3).

FIGURE 3

FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION PATTERNS IN
THE MID-1980s AND EARLY 1990s
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SOURCE: 1991 SIPP Panei and Burstein (1983)

However, the rate at which non-participating individuals began receiving food stamps or
reentered the program after exiting did not substantially change between the mid-1980s and early
1990s. Among all individuals not receiving food stamps in a given month, estimates from both
periods suggest that about one percent enter the program at some time during the next four months.
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Similarly, the reentry rate among former recipients stayed about this same over this period. For
example, the percentage of former recipients who reentered the program in less than one year was
38 percent in the mid-1980s and 40 percent in the early 1990s. Finally, the events leading to food
stamp entry and exit also remained constant between the mid-1980s and early 1990s--in both cases,
income was the primary trigger event leading to food stamp entry and exit.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is a central component of our nation’s strategy for providing
assistance to low-income households. For many low-income households, food stamps represent an
important share of household resources. The number of people living in households that receive
food stamps averaged about 23 million in fiscal year 1997, up 4 million from about 19 million in
1989. While this is lower than the peak of over 27 million in fiscal year 1994, it is still about 20
percent higher than levels in the mid-1980s (Figure 1.1).

Although the size of the FSP caseload is well documented, we know less about the experiences
of people receiving food stamps. The last major study of FSP participation dynamics examined
participants in the mid-1980s. The large increase in the size of the caseload in the early 1990s raises
the possibility that patterns of FSP participation have also changed between the mid-1980s and early
1990s. For example, participants may have had longer spells of participation, or reentry rates may
have been higher. This report updates our knowledge of FSP participation dynamics and provides
a comprehensive picture of individuals’ patterns of FSP participation in the early 1990s.
Understanding these patterns will help policymakers assess the implications of policy changes that
potentially affect the FSP, particularly those enacted in August 1996 by the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 (P.L. 104-193).

In particular, this report addresses the following questions about individuals’ patterns of FSP
participation:

* Do most individuals use the FSP as a short-term assistance program or as a long-term

source of support? We will address this question from the perspective of new entrants
to the program and from the perspective of the set of recipients in a given month.

» What events lead people to enter and exit the program?



Number of Persons Participating (millions)

FIGURE 1.1

FSP PARTICIPATION
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* When participants exit the FSP, do they remain off the program or do they receive food
stamps again at a later date? What does the answer to this question imply about their
long-term reliance on the program?

» What factors distinguish those who are heavily reliant on the program (that is, those who
are likely to enter, have long participation spells, and are likely to reenter after exiting)
from those who are less reliant?

We will address these questions using information on FSP participants in the early 1990s. However,
we will also examine, to the extent possible, how the patterns of FSP participation among this group
differ from the patterns of FSP participation among participants in the 1980s. We will also comment
on the implications of these differences on the increase in the FSP caseload itself, by examining
whether the increase in the caseload is tied to differences in the specific patterns of participation
between the mid-1980s and early 1990s.

This report addresses these questions using the 1990 and 1991 panels of the Survey of Income
and Program Participation (SIPP). The report describes FSP participation patterns sequentially. We
first examine the rates at which individuals initially enter the FSP and the reasons they enter the
program. Next, we measure how long they remain on the program and their reasons for exiting. We
then examine whether they reenter the program after exiting. After presenting these aspects of FSP
participation dynamics separately, we present summary measures of individuals’ overall experiences
with the program. Finally, we examine the factors affecting individuals’ FSP participation dynamics.
In particular, we estimate multivariate hazard models to determine how individual and household
characteristics, economic factors, and state and federal policy parameters influence initial entry, spell
duration, and reentry into the FSP.

We find that most people who receive food stamps at some time during their lives rely on the

program for support over a relatively long period of time, due to high reentry rates. We also find that
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individuals’ economic circumstances--employment status and income level--are very important
determinants of participation patterns. Specifically, our primary findings include:
e The increase in the size of the FSP caseload between the mid-1980s and early 1990s
appears to have been driven primarily by an increase in the duration of participation
spells (from a median of six months to nine months among FSP entrants), rather than

by an increase in the entry rate or reentry rate.

» Decreases in income lead to most FSP entry, but multiple events (changes in household
composition coupled with decreases in income) are important in triggering entry as well.

 The participation spells of most FSP entrants are relatively short, with a median length
of nine months. Among a cross section of participants receiving food stamps in a given
month, spells are much longer, on average.

» Reentry into the FSP is common, with more than half of those who leave the FSP
reentering within two years. As a result, participants have a great deal of involvement
with the FSP over time--for example, they participate in 20 of the 32 months of the SIPP
panel period, on average.

 Individuals’ household structures and economic circumstances are the most important
determinants of the length of their participation spells. Single females with children,
elderly people, and people with disabilities have longer than average spells, as do
households with low income and whose members have not worked recently.

The rest of this chapter provides a background of the FSP, reviews the relevant literature on FSP

participation dynamics, and provides a methodological introduction to our analysis. Chapter II
describes entry into the FSP, the duration of participation spells, exiting the program, and FSP

reentry. Chapter III examines the determinants of FSP participation dynamics, presenting the results

of the estimation of multivariate hazard models.

A. FOOD STAMP PROGRAM BACKGROUND
The objective of the Food Stamp Program is “to permit low-income households to obtain a
nutritious diet through normal channels of trade by increasing food purchasing power for all eligible

households who apply for participation” (Food Stamp Act of 1977, Section 2). The U.S. Department
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of Agriculture (USDA) administers the program nationally and fully funds the program benefits.
State and local governments carry out daily administration of the program and share the program’s
administrative costs with the federal government. During fiscal year 1997, the FSP served
approximately 23 million people per month, at a total annual benefit cost of $19.6 billion (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Operations Data 1997).

Individuals apply for food stamps at local offices (typically at least one per county). Benefits
are issued to the individual’s household, defined as including the people who live in the same
residence and usually purchase and prepare meals together. Eligibility for food stamps depends on
household income and assets. Households without elderly or disabled members must have gross
income less than 130 percent of the poverty line, net income less than 100 percent of poverty, and
countable assets less than $2,000." Households with elderly or disabled members must have net
income less than 100 percent of the poverty line and countable assets less than $3,000.

Households receiving what was formerly known as Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), now replaced by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental
Security Income (SSI), or General Assistance (GA) are categorically eligible for FSP benefits. Other
types of households are categorically ineligible for FSP benefits, including many postsecondary

students’ households, households with members on strike, and households whose head voluntarily

'Net income represents the amount of income households have available to use for food. It
includes gross income less a standard deduction, an earnings deduction, and deduction for dependent
care, medical care, and excess shelter expenses. For households without elderly or disabled
members, the net income test is rarely binding. Countable assets include financial and vehicular
assets.
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left a job without cause.” Finally, households receiving food stamps must comply with work
registration requirements to maintain eligibility .’

A household’s food stamp benefit level equals the maximum benefit level for a household of
that size less 30 percent of the household’s net income (including most pubic assistance benefits).
The maximum benefit is 103 percent of the Thrifty Food Plan, which represents USDA’s lowest-cost
food plan. Benefits are constant across states for families of similar sizes and net income levels,
except for cost-of-living adjustments in Alaska and Hawaii.

The monthly rate of participation in the FSP has fluctuated greatly over time due to changes in
eligibility requirements, fluctuations in economic activity, improvements in the accessibility of
program benefits, changes in other federal programs such as Medicaid, changes in federal
immigration policy, and changes in the behavior of households. These various factors resulted in
a rising caseload during the late 1970s and early 1980s, a declining caseload during the middle and
late 1980s, and a rising caseload during the early 1990s. This last increase was particularly large,

the caseload rose from 18.8 million in August 1989 to 27.7 million in April 1994. Since that time,

’PRWORA changed a number of features of FSP eligibility and program benefits. In particular,
the legislation denied access to the FSP to most legal immigrants. It also stated that adults 18 and
50 who are childless, fit for employment, and neither working nor participating in a workfare
program can receive food stamps for no more than three months in any 36-month period. One
exception to this latter provision is that at a state’s request, USDA may waive application of this
work requirement to this group if the area where they reside has an unemployment rate higher than
10 percent or does not have a sufficient number of jobs to provide them employment. Finally,
PRWORA required that the maximum food stamp benefit level be determined from year-to-year
according to the actual change in the cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) rather than 103 percent of
the change.

*Nonexempt household members applying for or receiving food stamps must register for work.
As part of this requirement, they must accept a suitable job if one is offered and must comply with
whatever job search or training requirements are in place in their state. There are exemptions to this
requirement for those who are very young, elderly, disabled, a child’s primary caregiver, and so
forth.
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as the caseload has declined to 23.0 million in April 1997 and 20.9 million in September 1997

(Figure 1.1).

B. PREVIOUS LITERATURE

Previous studies of FSP participation can be divided into static studies and dynamic studies.
The static studies examine the rates and determinants of participation (and nonparticipation) among
a cross section of individuals at a given point in time. The dynamic studies examine individuals’

patterns of participation over time.

1. Static Studies

Most static studies of FSP participation have examined the determinants of participation among
low-income or FSP-eligible individuals or households (MacDonald 1977; Czajka 1981; Chen 1983;
Coe 1983; Ross 1988; Trippe and Doyle 1992; Trippe et al. 1992; Martini and Allin 1993; and
Trippe and Sykes 1994).! These studies, either using multivariate analysis or comparing the
characteristics of participants and nonparticipants, have generated a consistent set of findings. FSP
participation rates are highest among nonwhite and nonelderly people, and people living in

households that:

s Are low income
* Include children

¢ Do not own their own home

‘A number of studies have examined the reasons for FSP nonparticipation among
eligible nonparticipants (Coe 1983; U.S. General Accounting Office 1988; and Blaylock and
Smallwood 1984). These studies have found that the main reason FSP nonparticipants give for not
participating in the program is that they did not know they were eligible for benefits. Small
percentages of nonparticipants reported reasons related to the stigma of receiving and using food
stamps.
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» Are eligible for the highest FSP benetits
+ Have a household head that is not well educated

o Include members who participate in other welfare programs such as AFDC or Medicaid

Fraker and Moffitt (1988) also estimated a static multivariate model of FSP participation, but
they took into account the potential simultaneity of employment and the decisions to participate in
the FSP and the AFDC program by using a simultaneous equations framework. They estimated this
model using a sample of single mothers eligible for AFDC and food stamps. Their results are similar
to those using a single equation, confirming the importance of the factors listed above. They also
found evidence of endogeneity--unobserved factors affecting FSP participation are positively related
to unobserved factors affecting AFDC participation and negatively related to unobserved factors
affecting employment. This suggests that, if possible, the determinants of AFDC participation, FSP
participation, and employment should be estimated jointly.’

Corson and McConnell (1990), McConnell (1991), and Dynarski, Rangarajan, and Decker
(1991) studied the determinants of FSP participation in a static framework but using macrolevel data.
They all found that high unemployment rates positively affect the number of food stamp recipients.
Corson and McConnell (1990) and McConnell (1991) also found that the expansions in Medicaid
coverage among children during the late 1980s led to increases in FSP participation. Yelowitz
(1995) also studied the link between the Medicaid expansion and FSP participation (using
individual-level data) and found that the Medicaid expansion can explain about 10 percent of the

overall increase in FSP participation during the late 1980s and early 1990s.

°If the determinants of FSP participation are estimated in a single equation model, care must be
taken in the interpretation of the effects of AFDC participation and employment on FSP
participation.
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2. Dynamic Studies

Dynamic studies of FSP participation follow individuals over time to document and try to
explain how frequently they enter the FSP, how long they stay on the program after entering, and
whether they reenter the program after exiting. One reason for dynamic analysis is to better
understand the composition of the caseload at a point in time. Does the caseload consist of
individuals who have received food stamps for a long time or people who have short participation
spells and then leave the program for good? In addition, what factors lead individuals to enter and
exit the FSP?

The early dynamic studies examined entry into and exit from the FSP (Coe 1979; Carr et al.
1984; and Lubitz and Carr 1985).° These studies uncovered factors that were positively related to

entry into and negatively related to exit from the FSP, including:

¢ Having children

* Living in a single-parent household

¢ Living in a household with no earners

» Being eligible for a large benefit amount

» Participating in other federal welfare programs

The studies identified one factor with conflicting effects on entry and exit--being elderly or disabled
made individuals less likely to enter the FSP and less likely to exit the program once they had

entered.

*In addition to these studies of the dynamics of FSP participation, there is an extensive literature
on the dynamics of participation in the AFDC program (see, for example, Bane and Ellwood 1983;
O’Neill 1987; Blank 1989; Fitzgerald 1991; and Gleason, Rangarajan, and Schochet 1998).

9
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Lubitz and Carr (1985) also examined “trigger events™ leading to FSP entry and exit (events that
are associated with but not necessarily causal to FSP entry and exit). They found that changes in
pretransfer household income and in the number of earners present in the household were the most
important trigger events. When a household experienced a large drop in pretransfer income or a
decrease in the number of earners, it was more likely to begin receiving food stamps. A participating
household was more likely to leave the program if the opposite events occurred. Williams and
Ruggles (1988) also examined trigger events and found that only a small proportion of the
population experienced changes in household composition (as opposed to changes in household
income), but that when such changes occurred they led to large increases in the likelihood of entering
or exiting the FSP.

Several additional studies paint a complete picture of FSP dynamics among participants in the
early and middle 1980s. Burstein (1993) used SIPP data to thoroughly describe aspects of FSP
dynamics, such as how long the average spell lasts, what percentage of those who exit the program
reenter within a year, and what percentage of entrants (or exiters) have experienced specific trigger
events. Much of the descriptive analysis in our report builds on the work done by Burstein.

Burstein found that the median participation spell among FSP entrants lasts six months and that
two-thirds of spells end within a year. However, many of these exiters reenter the program; in
particular, 38 percent of those who exit the FSP reenter within one year. Finally, Burstein examined
entry and exit trigger events and concluded that income changes, rather than household composition
changes, explain most entry into and exit from the FSP.

Burstein and Visher (1989) used data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) to

examine FSP participation dynamics and so were able to look at longer spells of participation. Using

10



Table of Contents

yearly data, they found that 22 percent of spells last 5 years or longer and 12 percent of spells last
10 years or longer.’

Murphy and Harrell (1992) used data from the 1987 panel of SIPP to categorize FSP participants
into short-term participants, medium-term participants, long-term participants, and multiple-spell
participants (sometimes called “cyclers™). The first three of these groups were defined to have only
a single spell of FSP participation during the 28-month SIPP 1987 panel period, with completed spell
lengths of 1 to 8 months (short-term participants), 9 to 23 months (medium-term participants), and
more than 24 months (long-term participants). They considered individuals with more than one spell
of participation during the SIPP panel period to be multiple-spell participants. In a cross section of
participants, they found that most are long-term participants (59 percent) or multiple-spell
participants (27 percent). One limitation of this analysis is that the SIPP panel period is not long
enough to observe whether individuals reenter the program after exiting, and the authors did not use
information on previous participation spells.?

In two studies, Blank and Ruggles (1993 and 1996) examined the dynamics of participation in
more than one welfare program and the dynamics of spells of eligibility and participation in the FSP.
They used the 1986 and 1987 panels of SIPP and limited their sample to single mothers. They found
that multiple program participation is very common--FSP participants receive AFDC in 77 percent
of months and Medicaid in 85 percent of months they receive FSP benefits. With respect to

eligibility, they found that single mothers participate in the FSP in 63 percent of the months they are

’Studies that use yearly data to measure FSP participation spells are likely to overstate the length
of those spells because individuals who exit the program in one year and reenter the program in the
subsequent year will be considered to have had one continuous participation spell rather than two
separate spells.

$The authors did use information on when spells observed during the panel period began (even
if this was prior to the panel period). However, they ignored information on spells that both began
and ended before the panel period.

11
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eligible, but only 24 percent of their eligibility spells result in FSP participation, implying that there
are many short spells of FSP eligibility that do not use include participation.’

Finally, two studies used data on FSP participation from the 1990s to shed light on the change
in FSP participation dynamics from the 1980s to the 1990s. Martini and Allin (1993) found that the
percentage of FSP participants who were still receiving food stamps two years after entering the
program was greater among those who entered the program in the early 1990s than it was among
those who entered the program in the late 1980s. However, we do not know whether this was due
to an increase in the length of spells or an increase in the reentry rate.

Using administrative data from the early 1990s, Bartlett et al. (1995) found that the median FSP
participation spell was eight months, and 62 percent of spells ended within a year. When compared
with Burstein (1993), these findings suggest that participation spells had become longer between the
mid-1980s and early 1990s. However, since Bartlett et al. (1995) used administrative data while

Burstein (1993) used survey data, these results are not directly comparable.

C. DATA AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
1. Data

The 1990 and 1991 longitudinal panels of the SIPP, collected by the U.S. Bureau of the Census,
are the primary data sources for examining the dynamics of FSP participation in this study. SIPP
is a multipanel, longitudinal survey that collects demographic and socioeconomic information on
individuals over a period as long as 32 months. SIPP provides detailed monthly measures of
household composition, labor force behavior, income, and program participation. We also used data

from the SIPP Wave 2 topical module, which provides information on respondents’ experiences

°The authors did use information on when spells observed during the panel period began (even
if this was prior to the panel period). However, they ignored information on spells that both began
and ended before the panel period.

12
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prior to the beginning of the panel period. Finally, the SIPP data are supplemented with state-level
employment and earnings data from the U.S. Department of Labor and state-level administrative data

on the AFDC and GA programs.

a. Description of the 1990 and 1991 SIPP Panels

SIPP is a nationally representative, longitudinal survey of the resident noninstitutionalized
population in the United States. SIPP is the best available data source for this study because it is
specifically designed to measure individuals® program participation over a 32-month period, and it
collects information often enough--every four months--to minimize recall error. We used the 1990
and 1991 panels of SIPP because they were the most recently available panels at the time we began
the analysis.

Most of the descriptive analysis presented in this report is based on the 1991 panel alone. We
also conducted much of the descriptive analysis using the 1990 panel, but do not present those results
in the text. The results based on the 1990 panel are similar to the results based on the 1991 panel.’
To increase sample sizes for the multivariate analysis, we conducted the analysis using both the 1990
and 1991 panels.

The Census Bureau selected a representative set of households for the 1990 and 1991 SIPP
panels using multistage stratified sampling techniques. The first interviews for the 1990 panel began
in February 1990 with a sample of approximately 21,900 households (of which roughly 3,000
represent an oversampling of black, Hispanic, and female-headed households). Interviews for the

1991 panel began the following February with a sample of 14,300 households.

*One difference between the two panels is that the reported level of FSP participation in the
1991 panel is slightly higher than the reported level of FSP participation in the 1990 panel. See
Appendix A for a discussion of this difference, along with a comparison of the basic 1990 panel
versus 1991 panel results.

13
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Sample households in each panel were divided into four rotation groups of equal size, and one
rotation group was interviewed each month. Thus, each household was interviewed in four-month
intervals, called waves. The 1990 and 1991 SIPP panels each contain eight waves, which provide

up to 32 months of income and program participation data for each sample person.

At earh interview eamr\lmmmw inf ‘,Qii 21 their nenoram narticinatinon and

other experiences during the preceding four-month period, which is called the reference period.
Thus, the eight reference periods for the 1990 SIPP panel cover October 1989 through August 1992,
and the reference periods for the 1991 SIPP panel cover October 1990 through August 1993.

All occupants of initially sampled households at the time of Wave 1 were designated as original
sample members, and any child born to (or adopted by) an original sample member during the panel
was considered an original sample member as well. During subsequent interviews, original sample
members and all people living in their households were considered part of the sample for that wave.
Original sample members were followed regardless of where they live, but individuals who entered
the sample after Wave 1 were interviewed only if they live in the same household as an original
sample member.

The SIPP questionnaire is composed of three parts: (1) the control card, (2) the core questions,
and (3) topical modules. The control card contains monthly information on demographic
characteristics and household composition. The core questions provide information on the work
behavior and income of each sample member older than age 14 and information on program
participation of all sample members for each of the four months preceding the interview date. The
core questions were asked in every wave interview. The topical modules questions were asked of
participants after the core questions. The content of the topical module changes from wave to wave.

For our purposes, the topical module administered in Wave 2 was of special interest. This topical
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module contained information on respondents’ prepanel experiences (described in greater detail
later).

On completion of the final wave of interviews in a given panel, the Census Bureau constructed
a full-panel, longitudinal research file by linking the data collected for each sample person over the
life of the panel (each record contains the stream of data for a single person). After creating these
full-panel records, the Census Bureau performed a series of edits, or imputations, designed to
“correct” any internal inconsistencies.'” This full-panel longitudinal research file provided the bulk
of the data used in our analysis. In particular, it provided 32 months of data on each sample
member’s FSP participation status during the panel period.

The SIPP longitudinal sample that is represented by the longitudinal research file consisted of
all original sample members who responded to all eight wave interviews or who exited the sample
due to death, emigration, institutionalization, or entry into the armed forces.!' The 1990 longitudinal
sample contained 21,900 households and 43,799 individuals, including 5,317 who reported receiving
food stamps during at least one panel month. The 1991 longitudinal sample contained 14,300
households and 30,613 individuals, including 3,710 who reported receiving food stamps during at

least one panel month.

"®For example, in cases in which interviews have been completed but respondents have not
provided answers to all questions, the Census Bureau imputed values for data missing on key
variables. When data were missing for a single month and were present for each of the bounding
months, the Census Bureau interpolated values for the missing data. The longitudinal file also
contains “imputation flags” to indicate where these imputations have been performed. Where
appropriate, we have checked our results for robustness by conducting analysis both including and
excluding imputed data and examining how the results change.

"In the 1991 panel, the sample also included original sample members who failed to respond
to one wave interview but who responded to the preceding and subsequent interviews. The missing
wave information for these individuals was imputed.
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To take into account nonresponse sample attrition and the complex sample design of SIPP (as
well as the oversampling of certain households in the 1990 panel), the longitudinal research file
contains panel weights. These weights make the SIPP longitudinal sample representative of the
noninstitutionalized, resident population of the United States as of March 1990 for the 1990 panel
and March 1991 for the 1991 panel. We use weights throughout the descriptive analyses presented
in Chapter II. We do not use weights in the multivariate analysis presented in Chapter III (for

reasons described in Chapter III).

b. Wave 2 Topical Module

The Wave 2 topical module contains retrospective information on sample members’ prepanel
activities and experiences. The most important such information for this study concerns sample
members’ prepanel participation in the FSP. For sample members who are in the middle of FSP
participation spells at the start of the SIPP panel period (that is, who have leff-censored spells of FSP
participation), the Wave 2 topical module data provides information on the starting dates of those
spells.'? The module also includes information on whether sample members had previous spells of

FSP participation that began and ended before the start of the panel period.

“We had evidence that there was a significant recall error in the reported starting dates of lefi-
censored spells. Thus, we conducted most of the analysis in this report without using this
information. When we did use information on the starting dates of left-censored spells, we noted
the possibility of this recall error. See Appendix B for a thorough discussion of the quality of the
FSP recipiency historical data.
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¢. State-Level Data

The state-level data we used includes information on states’ economic conditions and program
parameters. We appended this state-level information, available by month from 1989 through 1993
to the SIPP data file. In particular, for each sample member in each of the 32 panel months, we
merged the variables representing economic conditions and program parameters for the state the
sample member lived in during that month."” This information is particularly useful in the
multivariate analysis we do in Chapter III, as we explore how state characteristics affect individuals’
experiences with the FSP.

The U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) provided us the economic
variables we merged to the SIPP data (including the state’s unemployment rate and average wages
and hours worked in the manufacturing industry in that state). These variables were intended to
proxy for the labor market situation faced by SIPP sample members.

Two types of variables provided information on the level of government benefits available in
states. First, the maximum monthly AFDC benefit for a family of four represents the generosity of
each state’s AFDC program. Second, the relative sizes of the AFDC Unemployed Parent (AFDC-
UP) program and the state’s GA program are measured by the caseload of these programs divided
by the state’s AFDC caseload. The information on maximum AFDC benefits was taken from The
Green Book (1994), while the caseload information was taken from Quarterly Public Assistance

Statistics (1993).

“For nine states with relatively few SIPP respondents, the data do not identify the state
individually, but rather in three groups. In these states, the state-level variables actually reflect mean
characteristics across all the states in the group.
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2. Methodological Approach

Our general methodological approach consists of two parts. First, we describe FSP participation
dynamics during the early 1990s and compare with the dynamics of the mid-1980s, as reported by
Burstein (1993). Second, we use multivariate analysis to explore the factors that are related to FSP

dynamics among individuals.

a. Descriptive Analysis

We describe five aspects of FSP participation dynamics in this report. The first four aspects
follow the logic of the chronological contact that a hypothetical individual has with the program.
First, we examine the entry into the FSP, focusing particularly on the events in the lives of
individuals that trigger entry into the program. Second, we measure how long individuals remain
on food stamps once they have entered. Third, we examine the trigger events that lead individuals
to exit the program. Fourth, we measure whether and when they reenter the program after exiting.
The fifth aspects shows individuals’ overall reliance on the FSP by presenting summary measures
of FSP participation that combine information on initial entry, spell duration, and reentry.

As implied above, our descriptive analysis is based on a sample of individuals from the 1991
panel of SIPP. Alternatively, we could have examined the FSP dynamics of households. However,
examining FSP household dynamics is difficult because the composition of households can (and
often does) change over time. For example, individuals can move into or out of a household, two
separate households can merge to form a single household, or a single household can split and
become more than one household. Any longitudinal study of households must determine whether
these changes mean that households end or new households begin, and this decision in turn affects

whether spells of FSP participation end or begin. Although strategies can be developed to deal with
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these problems, we decided to use the conceptually cleaner approach of analyzing FSP participation
dynamics among a sample of individuals.'*

We conducted the descriptive analysis of FSP participation dynamics for the full population of
FSP participants (or all individuals) and for key subgroups of the population. The subgroup analysis
provides information on whether participation behavior differs for different groups of participants.

The characteristics of the subgroups examined include:

» Whether previously received food stamps

» Household composition

¢ Household income level relative to the poverty line

e Age (younger than 18, 18 to 59, older than 59)

¢ Race/ethnicity

e Education of household head (whether graduated from high school)

* Whether U.S. citizen

In addition to these subgroups, we examined the relationship between other characteristics and FSP
participation dynamics in our multivariate analysis.

Much of the descriptive analysis presented here is consistent with the descriptive analysis of FSP
participation dynamics in the mid-1980s by Burstein (1993). This allowed us to compare FSP
participation dynamics between the mid-1980s and early 1990s. For example, we followed
Burstein’s procedure of “closing up” one-month gaps in participation by assuming that sample

members received food stamps in a given month if they received food stamps in the previous month

“However, we have replicated our descriptive analysis of FSP participation spell duration using
the household as the unit of analysis and developing a set of rules to deal with changing household
composition over time. The results of this analysis were similar to the results of our analysis of spell
duration using the individual as the unit of analysis, as summarized in Appendix C.
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and in the subsequent month. This procedure reduced the number of FSP participation spells by
about seven percent and increased median spell duration by about one month. We also were
consistent with Burstein (1993) in assuming that individuals did not receive food stamps during the
months that they were out of the sample (which included months after a sample member died or
moved to a foreign country, an institution, or the military).

We extended the descriptive work done by Burstein (1993) and other researchers in at least four
ways. First, although most of the descriptive analysis presented here is based on a cohort of
individuals entering the FSP (that is, an entry cohort sample), we also described aspects of FSP
participation dynamics of a cross-section of FSP participation at a given point in time. Second, we
used information on the prepanel receipt of food stamps to discuss the dynamics of FSP participation
among long-term participants. Third, in examining the trigger events leading to entry into the FSP,
we focused particularly on the role of multiple trigger events--changes in household composition
coupled with decreases in household income. Fourth, we focused on summary measures of FSP
participation including the turnover rate; the “total time on” food stamps during a given calendar
period; and the classification of FSP participants into single-spell short-term, medium-term, and

long-term participants and multiple-spell participants.

b. Multivariate Analysis

Although the descriptive analysis of FSP participation dynamics provides a thorough description
of individuals’ experiences with the FSP, it has a few limitations. For example, while descriptive
statistics for different subgroups indicate the relationships between single characteristics and an
outcomes of interest, they do not show the relationships between groups of characteristics and
outcome of interest. Nor does this simple subgroup analysis allow us to control for exogenous

factors affecting participation dynamics when measuring these relationships. In addition,
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determining the relationship between time-varying characteristics (for example the unemployment
rate) and the length of participation spells through descriptive analysis is difficult.

To address these concerns, we conducted multivariate analyses of FSP participation dynamics.
In particular, we estimated multivariate models of initial FSP entry, the duration of participation
spells, and reentry into the FSP. These models provide better estimates of the combinations of
characteristics that are related to initial entry into the FSP, to long spells of participation, and to
frequent reentry into the program. The independent variables in these models include individual
characteristics, hoqsehold characteristics, and state-level economic and program characteristics,
some of which are time-varying variables. The models also include variables measuring spell
duration that indicate the degree to which there is duration dependence in participation spells (that
is, the degree to which an individual’s probability of exiting the program depends on how long he
or she already has been in the program).

The sample for these estimates is an entry cohort sample of individuals age 18 and older.
Because of concerns about the quality of the retrospective data on left-censored participation spells
and the difficulty of measuring the independent variables in the models at the start of left-censored
spells, we included only non-left-censored spells in the analysis. Estimates based on this sample of
spells will provide information on characteristics related to the dynamics of short spells of FSP
participation.

In addition to estimating multivariate models using the full entry cohort sample of adults, we
also estimated the models separately by the composition of these adults’ households. For this

purpose, we distinguished households according to whether they contained elderly or disabled
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members, whether they contained children, and whether households containing children were headed

by a female, a married couple, or some other combination."

'*We distinguished between households because the factors affecting individuals’ experiences
with the FSP may differ depending upon the type of household to which they belong. For example,
we expect that AFDC participation and benefit levels are most likely to affect FSP participation
dynamics among female-headed households, while labor market characteristics are least likely to
affect participation dynamics among households consisting solely of elderly and disabled members.
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II. DESCRIPTION OF INDIVIDUALS’ FSP PARTICIPATION DYNAMICS

Individuals first come into contact with the Food Stamp Program (FSP) when some event occurs
that leads their household to enter the program. Following entry, they spend a certain amount of time
on the program until another event occurs that leads the household to exit the program. After
exiting, individuals either remain off food stamps indefinitely or reenter the program after a certain
period of time. In fact, they may enter and exit many times over the course of their lifetime. This
chapter describes the general patterns of each participation activity and summarizes overall levels
of reliance by individuals on the FSP. In particular, the chapter examines entry into the FSP (Section
A), the duration of participation spells (Section B), exit from the program (Section C), and reentry
into the program (Section D). Finally, Section E summarizes individuals’ overall experiences with

the FSP.

A. ENTRY INTO THE FSP

Individuals first come into contact with the FSP when they apply for and begin receiving food
stamps. Two questions about entry into the program are of interest. First, at what rate do individuals
enter the program? This question is addressed in Section A.1. Second, why do people enter the
FSP? In other words, what events in their lives prompt them to enter the FSP? This question is

addressed in Section A.2.

1. The FSP Entry Rate
Among individuals of any income level not receiving food stamps at a given point in time--the

“at-risk population,” the FSP entry rate measures the proportion who begin receiving food stamps
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during a subsequent period of time.' In practice, we define two types of entry rates. The monthly
entry rate is the percentage of individuals entering the FSP in a given month among those who had
not received food stamps during the previous two months (at least).” We measured the monthly entry
rate using data from months 10 through 32 of the Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP) panel period, so a given sample member may contribute up to 23 months of data to the
calculation of the rate and also may contribute more than one program entry to the calculation of the
rate.’ The yearly entry rate is the percentage of individuals not receiving food stamps in months 8
and 9 of the panel period who begin receiving food stamps during the subsequent year (months 10
through 21). Sample members may contribute only one observation to the calculation of the yearly
entry rate.

We calculated monthly and yearly entry rates for all individuals at risk of entry and for selected
subgroups. We defined these subgroups according to the characteristics of the individual (or

individual’s household) four months prior to the month in which the entry rate was measured.’

'We use the term “at-risk population” simply to identify individuals not currently receiving food
stamps in a given month. The term is not meant as a precise measure of the “risk” of negative life
events.

The at-risk population was restricted to those who had not received food stamps for the
previous two months because of our practice of closing one-month gaps in FSP participation. Under
this practice, we assumed that sample members received food stamps in a given month if they
received food stamps in the previous month and also in the subsequent month. In effect, sample
members have to be off the program for two months to be considered nonparticipants (and “at risk”
of entering the program).

*We began examining FSP entry in month 10 of the panel period (rather than earlier) so that we
could look for events that trigger entry during a period prior to the sample month. In the entry trigger
event analysis, described next, we examined trigger events both over a four-month and an eight-
month window period prior to the sample month.

*We defined the subgroups four months prior to the sample month in order to ensure consistency
between the entry rate analysis described here and the entry trigger event analysis described in the
subsequent section. In the entry trigger event analysis, we defined subgroups according to

(continued...)
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Table I1.1 reports these entry rates for the population and for the subgroups. In addition, we look at

the initial entry rate, which measures when individuals begin receiving food stamps for the first time.

a. FSP Entry Among the Full Population

The monthly FSP entry rate is 0.3 percent (Table I11.1). This suggests that among individuals
not receiving food stamps at the beginning of a month, roughly 3 of 1,000 enter the program during
the month. This monthly entry rate appears lower than one might expect, in part, because it refers
to entry in a single month. Even if an individual does not enter the program in a given month, he or
she might enter in a subsequent month. The yearly entry rate of 2.6 percent gives a more useful
measure of FSP entry. This rate suggests that among individuals not receiving food stamps at the
beginning of a given year, 26 of 1,000 will enter the program during the year.

Another reason that the monthly and yearly entry rates are relatively low is because they are
defined for a sample of all at-risk individuals, including those whose income is high and who are not
eligible for the program.’ If we limit the sample to those in households with incomes below the
poverty line, the monthly entry rate is about 2 percent and the yearly entry rate is almost 16 percent

(Table I1.1).

*(...continued)
individuals’ characteristics four months prior to the sample month so that trigger events, which were
measured over a four-month period prior to the sample month for most of the analysis, did not affect
the subgroup to which an individual belongs.

SIdeally, we would also measure the entry rate among individuals eligible for the FSP. However,
eligibility for the FSP is difficult to measure on a longitudinal basis because household asset
holdings are measured at only two points in time during the SIPP panel period. In addit