
Social Service Review (September 2005).
� 2005 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.
0037-7961/2005/7903-0006$10.00

Have Food Stamp Program
Changes Increased
Participation?

Sheila R. Zedlewski
The Urban Institute

Kelly Rader
The Urban Institute

Food stamp caseloads increased dramatically between October 2000 and October 2003.
This trend could be explained by the declining economy or by Food Stamp Program
changes that increased the likelihood that families leaving welfare would keep their food
stamps. This article shows that families leaving welfare between 2000 and 2002 were sub-
stantially more likely to continue to participate in the Food Stamp Program than families
that left welfare between 1995 and 1997 or 1997 and 1999. Participation rates for families
with no cash welfare experience did not change during the period 1997–2002. Differences
in the characteristics of families do not explain these trends in participation. Food Stamp
Program changes thus appear to have facilitated the greater participation of former welfare
recipients.

Food stamp caseloads increased by 24 percent over the 3-year period
ending in September 2003.1 Over 21 million persons received food
stamp benefits in September 2003. In September 2000, that number
was 17.2 million. This increase in the number of families receiving food
stamps represents a stunning reversal: between 1994 and 2000, there
was a 37 percent decline in the number of persons receiving food
stamps.2

It is likely that the caseload swings occurred as a result of both eco-
nomic forces and changes in food stamp policy. The caseload declines
between 1994 and 2000 occurred during an unprecedented economic
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expansion. Federal welfare reforms in 1996 also restricted access to food
stamps for some groups. Conversely, the recent caseload increases oc-
curred during an economic retraction. The economy slowed after 2000
and officially entered a recession in March 2001 (National Bureau of
Economic Research [NBER] 2003). While the recession was shallow and
lasted only 8 months (NBER 2003), job growth was at best minimal
through 2003 (Council of Economic Advisers 2004). During this period,
food stamp policies and regulations also changed to encourage partici-
pation. Changes were most directly targeted at former welfare and work-
ing poor families (U.S. General Accounting Office [USGAO] 2002).

This article uses data from the 1997–2002 National Survey of Amer-
ica’s Families (NSAF; Abi-Habib, Safir, and Triplett 2004) to examine
changes in Food Stamp Program (FSP) participation among poor fam-
ilies with children. The 1997, 1999, and 2002 rounds of the NSAF cover
a large portion of the time when the FSP rules and economy were in
flux. Because new program procedures were designed to help families
leaving welfare to retain food stamps, the article considers the relation-
ship between food stamp and cash welfare participation.

Background

The Food Stamp Program has undergone some major changes since
1996. The federal government has altered some of the rules affecting
eligibility and has given states some options to expand access to the
program.

The Food Stamp Program, 1997–2001

The Food Stamp Program entitles all American citizens to a means-
tested benefit that covers the cost of a minimally nutritional diet (Food
Stamp Act of 1977 [FSA]; U.S. Public Law 95-113). However, the ad-
ministration of this entitlement program is complex. The program’s
rules limit eligibility to low-income families with few assets and include
numerous reporting requirements. These requirements ensure that ben-
efits are only received by families that continue to meet the income and
asset limits (U.S. House of Representatives 2004). Some such rules can
discourage program participation among eligible families that misun-
derstand or prefer to avoid the rules (Bartlett, Burstein, and Hamilton
2004). Recent legislation and regulatory changes give states some op-
tions to simplify these rules. States also changed their own administrative
procedures to make it easier for families that leave welfare to stay on
food stamps (USGAO 2002).

Eligibility.—Assistance is generally available to families with very few
assets and incomes below 130 percent of the federal poverty level. The
maximum benefit varies by household size. The amount for a family
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Table 1

Calculating a Food Stamp Benefit, 2004: Families with Different Earnings and
Expenditures

Family Type*
Monthly Benefit

Calculation
Benefit

per Month

A. Single mother with two children (ages 2 and 4)
and no income $371

B. Single mother with two children (ages 2 and 4)
and full-time work at $6 per hour:

Earnings $960
Standard deduction $�134
Earnings deduction $�192

Net income $634
Family food contribution $190 $181

C. Single mother with two children (ages 2 and 4)
and full-time work at $6 per hour $634

Monthly child-care cost deduction $�375

Net income $259
Family food contribution $78 $293

D. Single mother with two children (ages 2 and
4), full-time work at $6 per hour, $375
monthly child-care costs, and rent and util-
ity costs of $508 per month that qualify her
for the maximum shelter deduction (see
text) $259

Maximum shelter cost deduction $�378

Net income $(119)
Family food contribution $0 $371

Source.—Calculated from U.S. House of Representatives 2004, sec. 15, 12–18.
* Each example adds another deduction to preceding ones to calculate net income.

The family is expected to pay 30% of net income for food.

with no other income is set at approximately 30 percent of the poverty
threshold (U.S. House of Representatives 2004).

Families with no income qualify for the maximum food stamp benefit.
Families with income can deduct some expenses before the food stamp
benefit is calculated. For example, a single mother with two young chil-
dren and no other income can qualify for $371 in food stamps each
month. She also receives the maximum monthly benefit if she works
full time at $6 per hour, has child-care expenses, and pays combined
rent and utility costs in excess of $508 per month (see table 1).3 In
general, families with additional income are expected to devote 30 per-
cent of their net income to food. They therefore receive the maximum
benefit minus their expected contribution (U.S. House of Represen-
tatives 2004). The complexity involved in calculating deductions and
net income makes it difficult for a family to determine its potential
benefit without assistance from a welfare office.

Families must also pass an assets test in order to qualify for benefits.



540 Social Service Review

In general, nonelderly families’ assets cannot exceed $2,000. The value
of a family’s home, personal property, life insurance, Earned Income
Tax Credit payments, pension resources (outside Keogh plans and
IRAs), and assets in individual development accounts are excluded from
assets. The value of vehicles in excess of $4,650 also counts against the
general assets test unless states adopt one of the options to relax this
test. Such options are provided through federal regulations and legis-
lation issued in 2000 and 2001 (Super and Dean 2001). These options
are discussed below.

Recent legislation.—The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA; U.S. Public Law 104-193) made
several changes to the Food Stamp Program. The 1996 act cut food
stamp benefits and reduced available deductions. It also restricted the
eligibility of immigrants and able-bodied adults but increased states’
flexibility in running this federally funded program. States could run
separate Simplified Food Stamp Programs for welfare recipients and
use sanctions to reinforce the new Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) program rules. States were also empowered to apply
their TANF employment and training requirements in the Food Stamp
Program.

There have been significant changes in food stamp legislation and
regulations since the 1996 act. Some changes reversed provisions of the
1996 welfare reform legislation, and others increased states’ flexibility
in program administration. In the discussion below, we describe the
most important rule changes concerning families with children. These
changes include the restoration of food stamp eligibility for some im-
migrants, restoration of benefit levels, simplified paperwork require-
ments, and liberalized car ownership restrictions.

Immigrant eligibility.—In 1997, the federal government allowed states
to purchase food stamps for immigrants no longer eligible for federal
benefits (U.S. Public Law 105-18). Legislation in 1998 (U.S. Public Law
105-185) reinstated eligibility for elderly, disabled, and child immigrants
resident in the United States at the time that the 1996 welfare reform
law was passed.

Benefit levels.—In agricultural appropriations for 2001 (U.S. Public Law
106-387), Congress reversed reductions in the shelter and standard de-
ductions. Those reductions were originally adopted in the 1996 welfare
law.

Paperwork requirements.—Clients are required to report changes in their
circumstances, and such changes may affect the client’s benefit level or
eligibility status. States are required, in turn, to report this information
as a condition of receiving federal welfare funds. In 1999, the Clinton
administration issued new guidance offering states flexibility concerning
the recertification process by which clients report changes in their cir-
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cumstances (Rosenbaum 2000). States could choose to require families
with earnings to file reports every 3 months or to file only when a change
occurred. For example, changes include receiving a new job, a change
in pay, or a change in hours.4 The new guidance also specified that
states only had to require families to complete face-to-face interviews
once a year. The federal government further eased reporting require-
ments in late 2000 (7 C.F.R. 273.12 [a] vii [2001]), allowing states to
use semiannual reporting for families with earnings and requiring that
families report changes in income if their income exceeds 130 percent
of the federal poverty level. States are held responsible only for errors
resulting from miscalculating benefits at certification or in cases where
income exceeds 130 percent of the poverty level and the change is not
reported.

Vehicle restrictions.—As noted earlier, federal law limits the value of a
vehicle that can be owned by a family receiving food stamps. The com-
plex vehicle test counts the fair market value of a vehicle in excess of
$4,650 toward a family’s $2,000 asset limit.5 New federal rules codified
in 2000 gave states the option to avoid the vehicle resource test by
extending eligibility to households that received benefits funded at least
in part by TANF funds (65 Fed. Reg. 70,198 [2001]). Since about half
of the states use a more generous vehicle asset test in their TANF pro-
grams, this change gave states the option to offer food stamp eligibility
to more families (Super and Dean 2001). In agricultural appropriations
for 2001 (U.S. Public Law 106-387), Congress broadened this flexibility
by allowing states to value vehicles by any method used in another low-
income support program.

States embraced many of the new options, especially those that sim-
plify families’ reporting requirements and allow participant families to
own a vehicle of greater value than is specified in the federal default
rules. Many of the changes potentially affected FSP participation begin-
ning in 1999. Almost all states adopted one or more options to simplify
the eligibility determination process by October 2001 (USGAO 2002).
For example, 35 states allow families to use the simplified (or semi-
annual) reporting option (USGAO 2002). States adopted these options
to reduce payment errors, ease program administration, and simplify
client paperwork requirements (USGAO 2002).

Many states also liberalized their vehicle tests in response to the new
regulations, typically allowing families to retain benefit eligibility while
owning at least one car. By September 2001, 33 states used available
options to exempt some or all vehicles when determining food stamp
eligibility (USGAO 2002). By February 2002, 39 states exempted some
or all vehicles (Dean and Horng 2002). Although changes in vehicle
tests were widely adopted, other sorts of changes were not. For example,
by the end of 2002, only six states adopted the Transitional Benefit
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Alternative. Introduced in November 2000, this gives states the option
to continue to provide families with the same food stamp benefits for
3 months after they leave welfare (Dean and Horng 2002).

In response to falling FSP participation rates, states also implemented
outreach programs and changed administrative procedures. While this
option was available to states for some time and the federal government
shares half of the cost of the outreach activity, only 9 states exercised
it in 1999 (Wegener 1999). Programs implemented more recently span
a range of efforts, including media activities and Internet-based re-
sources that allow families to estimate eligibility in a friendly, community-
center setting rather than a more intimidating and less accessible welfare
office (Bartlett et al. 2004). The federal government began encouraging
states to engage in outreach in 1999 (U.S. Department of Agriculture
[USDA] 2004b). For example, federal resources promoted the FSP, set
up a national hotline, and, just recently, completed an Internet-based
eligibility calculator (USGAO 2004). Implementation studies and state-
ments by state administrative officials also document that many states
improved communications about food stamp eligibility to welfare re-
cipients, and states were less likely to close food stamp cases automat-
ically when a family left welfare (e.g., Quint and Widom 2001; USGAO
2004).

In sum, many FSP rules and administrative procedures changed over
time, potentially affecting program use. Of course, it is not possible to
ascertain how many low-income families know about the new rules.

Recent Literature Explaining Participation Decisions

Despite the potential value of food stamps, many eligible families do
not enroll in the program, and participation rates have dropped sig-
nificantly in recent years (Cunnyngham 2004). For example, govern-
ment estimates show that 54 percent of eligible households participated
in the Food Stamp Program between 1999 and 2002 (the latest data
available). That percentage is down from 70 percent in 1994.6

The substantial drop in food stamp participation in the 1990s drew
considerable research attention. Studies show that the decline could
not be explained fully by a decrease in the number of families eligible
for benefits; some of the decline occurred because fewer eligible families
were taking the benefits. For example, Parke Wilde and associates (2002)
find that over half the decline in caseloads was due to a decline in the
proportion of eligible low-income people participating in the program.
Other studies also document the role that the 1996 welfare reforms
played in reducing program participation (USGAO 1999; Zedlewski and
Brauner 1999; Zedlewski and Gruber 2001). These studies show that a
large share of the families leaving welfare also left the FSP, even though
they were still eligible. Families that leave welfare do not automatically



Food Stamp Participation 543

retain eligibility for food stamps, and some families were either unaware
of their eligibility or chose not to apply for benefits.

Participation historically varies across groups. For example, only about
one-half of employed families eligible for food stamps tend to participate
in the program, and about one-third of eligible elderly individuals par-
ticipate (Cunnyngham 2004). Studies find that lack of information, per-
ceived absence of need, low expected benefits, the hassle involved in
the application and recertification process, and stigma all contribute to
the low participation among the elderly (McConnell and Ponza 1999;
Ponza et al. 1999). Participation rates are also limited by confusion about
changing eligibility rules that define allowable resources, income limits,
and deductions (USGAO 2004).

A recent U.S. General Accounting Office (USGAO 2004) study, based
on 2000 data from the Current Population Survey (CPS), reports that
working families’ participation in the FSP is increased by potential ben-
efit amounts; the presence of young children; and participation in other
assistance programs, including Medicaid; school meals; the Women, In-
fants, and Children (WIC) program; and job training. The study also
shows that home ownership and the lack of citizenship decrease the
likelihood of participation. Other recent research indicates that families
working traditional hours are less likely to participate than other workers
(McKernan and Ratcliffe 2003). This suggests that daytime food stamp
office hours might contribute to low participation rates. Mary Farrell
and colleagues (2003) use data from the 1996 Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP) to show that nonparticipating working
households are more likely than participating households to have in-
come that exceeded 100 percent of the federal poverty level in the 2
years preceding the survey. Their finding suggests that those with short-
term needs are less likely to participate than those with longer-term
needs.

Qualitative interviews conducted in 2002 examine participation
among extremely poor nonelderly families that have no current earnings
or cash government assistance (Zedlewski and Nelson 2003). The study
finds that only about half of these families participated in the FSP,
despite their obvious eligibility. Nonparticipating families fall into two
general groups: (1) families that report a prior bad experience with the
program and (2) those that refuse help from the government on prin-
ciple or because they do not want to comply with program rules, such
as the child support establishment system.7

Data and Methods

The current analyses use three rounds of the NSAF (1997, 1999, 2002)
to examine income, FSP participation, and families’ welfare program
status between 1997 and 2002. The NSAF is a household survey that
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provides cross-sectional information for about 40,000 families repre-
senting the noninstitutionalized civilian population under age 65 in
1997, 1999, and 2002.8 Each round of the survey oversamples families
with incomes below 200 percent of the poverty line. Interviews are con-
ducted both in households that have and that lack telephones.

These analyses focus on families with children and current (at time
of survey) monthly incomes below 100 percent of the federal poverty
level, a range well within the income eligibility limits for food stamps.
Families are defined as all persons living together who are related by
blood, marriage, partnership, or adoption.9 Families are selected for the
sample if their income falls below the relevant poverty threshold (ad-
justed to a monthly value) in effect for their family size in the year of
the survey. The analyzed sample excludes families likely to have assets
that exceed the FSP eligibility, eliminating families that report receiving
$60 or more per year in income from assets or rent. This is the amount
of annual income that would be generated from $2,000 in assets earning
a 3 percent rate of return. Initial sample sizes were 4,728, 4,528, and
6,912 for 2002, 1999, and 1997, respectively. The screen on assets elim-
inated 161, 153, and 171 families for final sample sizes of 4,621, 4,375,
and 6,731, for 2002, 1999, and 1997, respectively.

This work examines current, point-in-time food stamp participation
in each survey year.10 It uses NSAF questions that ask respondents if
someone in the family currently receives food stamps.11 It also uses
questions about the family’s welfare status at the time of the interview
and about past use for families not receiving welfare at the time of the
interview. Families that had past welfare experience were asked about
welfare benefits received since the January 2 years prior to the survey.
Using responses to these questions, the researchers divide families into
four categories: (1) families on welfare at the time of the survey (cur-
rent), (2) families that were not on welfare at the time of the survey
and that left welfare at some point since the January 2 years prior to
the year of the survey (recent), (3) families not currently or recently
on welfare that reported welfare receipt at some time in the lives of the
adults (past), and (4) families that report no welfare experience (never).

The information about welfare history is unique to the NSAF and
allows the study to examine whether families’ responses to the new Food
Stamp Program rules differ depending on the family’s current and prior
welfare status. Since former welfare recipients were a particular focus
of the rule changes, it is especially important to understand whether
former recipients changed their program participation.

The analyses use self-reported food stamp and cash welfare partici-
pation for these estimates.12 While these benefits tend to be under-
reported on household surveys (Wheaton and Giannarelli 2000), there
is no reason to believe that reporting rates changed during the time
frame of the NSAF. The data series should provide a consistent measure
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of trends in participation. Also, the NSAF estimate of food stamp par-
ticipation compares quite well with administrative data. For example,
the NSAF estimates that 9.2 million children lived in families receiving
food stamps at some time during 2001. An administrative report by the
USDA (2003) indicates that 8.8 million children lived in households re-
ceiving food stamps in an average month in 2001. (Comparisons between
the NSAF and USDA data for 1997 and 1999 produce similar results.)

The analyses use a broad measure of monthly income at the time of
the survey. The measure combines current information on earnings and
welfare (for the respondent and his or her spouse or partner) with
detailed data from the prior year on other income categories (adjusted
to current monthly values).13 Specifically, the current monthly earnings
of the respondent and his or her spouse or partner and current welfare
benefits are added to other sources of income received in the year prior
to the interview (sources included disability benefits, child support, and
income from assets) by all family members (including the respondent,
spouse or partner, children, and other adult family members) adjusted
to monthly, current survey year values. The prior year’s earnings (ad-
justed to monthly current survey year values) of other family members
are also included.

The estimated current monthly income picture approximates the full
resources available to a family. However, this measure includes two types
of errors. First, some families may begin receiving some form of income
(other than earnings or cash welfare) between the prior year (the ref-
erence period for the most detailed income questions) and the time of
their interviews. Second, some families receive income in the prior year
that may not continue in the current month. In the data used for this
study, these sources of error tend to cancel out each other.

Methods

The analyses test whether food stamp participation rates have changed
for families over the 1997–2002 period and, if so, whether participation
changes are due to differences in the characteristics of families over
time or to differences in the program rules. The study focuses on dif-
ferences in family participation by welfare program status.

The analyses begin by comparing food stamp participation rates for
families in 2002, 1999, and 1997 by their welfare status (current, recent,
past, and never). The results highlight a few key family characteristics
that the previous research (discussed earlier) has shown affect food
stamp participation. These characteristics might therefore help to ex-
plain trends in participation. Weighted estimates are presented. The
weights are designed to compensate for differential probabilities of se-
lection for households and persons, reduce biases occurring if nonres-
pondents have different characteristics than respondents, and adjust for
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undercoverage in the sampling frames. Standard errors are computed
nonparametrically using a jackknife technique (Brick, Strickler, and Fer-
raro 2004).

Further analyses use ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions to ex-
plain participation rates in each of the 3 years. While the dependent
variable, food stamp participation, is a binary outcome, OLS regressions
produce consistent and easily interpretable coefficient estimates. A
Chow test determines the statistical significance of the difference in the
coefficients on the welfare status variables in these equations. Finally, a
Oaxaca decomposition method estimates the share of differences in FSP
participation among recent welfare leavers across time that can be at-
tributed to differences in leavers’ characteristics or to other factors, such
as changing program rules.14

Key Independent Variables

The OLS regressions include numerous characteristics besides welfare
status. Previous research shows that these characteristics have important
effects on FSP participation. These include immigrant status, hours of
work, assets, participation in other government assistance programs, and
the state unemployment rate (see, e.g., USGAO 2004). Immigrant status
(defined as noncitizen immigrant) is especially important between 1997
and 2002 because, as described earlier, the food stamp eligibility rules
for legal noncitizen immigrants changed during this period.15 While
many of the states with large shares of immigrant groups chose to ex-
ercise federal options permitting them to cover immigrants with state
funds, some immigrants may not understand this coverage. There is
some indication that new eligibility rules, which screened out some
immigrants during the late 1990s, had a chilling effect on all immigrants
(Fix and Passel 1999).

As noted earlier, families with earnings traditionally have lower than
average food stamp participation rates, holding other differences con-
stant, and the analyses include a variable indicating a moderate work
effort in the family. Moderate work is defined as 40 or more total hours
of work per week among all adults in the family. Various configurations
of the hours of work variable (such as a continuous variable indicating
the number of hours, full- and part-time status variables, and different
numbers of hours to indicate moderate work effort) were tested. This
variable is the strongest predictor of food stamp participation.

Several variables indicate whether families have assets that may cause
them to be ineligible for food stamps or indicate that the family has
the means to get by without food stamps despite low cash income. These
include car ownership, home ownership, income from financial assets,
and income from rent (as noted above, the reported income must be
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less than $60 per year, a rough estimate of the cutoff for food stamp
eligibility). The NSAF does not provide the value of the car owned by
the family nor the number of cars owned. Thus, the car ownership
variable may indicate ineligibility because of the car value test that some
states still use to determine eligibility, a lack of knowledge about the
more generous car ownership test that many states used in 2002, or
relatively low interest in food stamp participation among low-income
families that own cars.

Participation in other government assistance programs is a key in-
dicator variable because program caseworkers often alert families that
participate in one program about potential eligibility for other benefits.
These variables indicate receipt of Supplemental Security Income (SSI);
nutrition assistance for women, infants, and children; free or reduced
school lunch and school breakfast benefits; and housing assistance.

Finally, the unemployment rate in the state may be a key independent
variable because prior research shows that, as families become more
discouraged about finding work, food stamp participation increases dur-
ing a recession (Hanson and Gundersen 2002). The regressions include
the current unemployment rate, which proved to be a more significant
predictor of food stamp participation than the lagged rate.

Control Variables

The OLS regressions also include a number of control variables.
Health status is included because poor mental or physical health status
could affect participation in two ways. Poor health may increase par-
ticipation if poor health limits families’ earnings opportunities or in-
creases their expenditure needs relative to healthy families. Poor
health also could make it more difficult to apply for food stamps. A
variable for race and ethnicity is included because, historically, differ-
ent groups varied in their acceptance of government assistance. Having
Spanish as a primary language is included because it could inhibit
participation if Spanish-speaking families are less likely than English
speakers to know about food stamps. Family structure may be impor-
tant to participation if having more adults, more potential earners,
and more caregivers lessens the families’ burdens and, therefore, less-
ens families’ tendency to seek government assistance. Variables indi-
cate whether the family consists of children under age 18 living with
a married couple and no other adults, a married couple and other
related adults, a single parent alone, a single parent with a partner,
or a single parent and other relatives.
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Table 2

Families with Children: Current Monthly Income Relative to Poverty

Monthly Income

Participating in Food Stamps (%)

2002 1999 1997

A. Below 100% of the poverty level
(cash welfare status):*

Current 86.5‡ 89.1 92.7
Recent 58.4†,‡ 41.9 43.2
Past 40.4 38.5 32.9
Never 22.0 21.0 21.0
All 34.8‡ 35.7‡ 40.7
N (1,000s) 6,738.0 6,445.0 8,181.0

B. Below 50% of the poverty level
(cash welfare status):*

Current 87.1‡ 92.8 94.0
Recent 62.1‡ 48.4 45.7
Past 49.6‡ 42.1 37.1
Never 28.5 28.7 26.4
All 42.6†,‡ 46.4‡ 50.6
N (1,000s) 3,032.0 2,801.0 3,860.0

C. Between 50% and 100% of the pov-
erty level (cash welfare status):*

Current 85.6 82.9 90.1
Recent 54.9‡ 35.7 41.1
Past 33.5 36.5 29.7
Never 17.1 15.9 17.2
All 28.4 27.5 31.9
N (1,000s) 3,706.0 3,644.0 4,321.0

Source.—Calculations from the National Survey of America’s Families.
Note.—Income includes current earnings of spouses and partners, as well as income

from welfare (if currently on), Supplemental Security Income, government insurance
(Social Security, workers’ compensation, veterans’ benefits), pensions, child support of all
family members received in prior year adjusted to monthly values and indexed to the
consumer price index. Sample includes all families (including immigrants, who may be
ineligible) with children. Sample excludes families with asset income greater than $60 per
year (assumed ineligible for food stamps).

* Cash welfare status is defined as “current” for families receiving cash assistance at the
time of the survey interview, “recent” for families that left cash assistance in the 2 years
prior to the interview, “past” for families that left assistance more than 2 years prior to
the interview, and “never” for families that report no welfare receipt as adults.

† Participation rate statistically significantly different from 1999 at least at the 95%
confidence level.

‡ Statistically significantly different from 1997 at least at the 95% confidence level.

Results

Changes in Participation: Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 reports the descriptive analysis. As panel A suggests, FSP par-
ticipation rates for all poor families with children were significantly lower
in 2002 and 1999 than in 1997, but the rate did not change between
1999 and 2002. Rates differ only for those with current or recent welfare
status. The participation rate for those currently on welfare was lower
in 2002 than in 1997. The participation rate for those with recent welfare
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experience increased in 2002 compared with 1997 and 1999. Most no-
tably, the participation rate for those with recent welfare experience
increased from 43.2 to 58.4 percent between 1997 and 2002.

As panel B suggests, for families with incomes below 50 percent of
poverty, trends in participation rates follow a similar pattern to that
noted above. However, there was little change in participation among
those in the group with incomes between 50 and 100 percent of the
federal poverty line (panel C). Sixty-two percent of recent welfare leavers
with incomes below one-half of poverty participated in the FSP in 2002.
By comparison, the number was about 46 percent of the welfare leavers
in 1997. Among the group with past welfare experience and income
below one-half the poverty line, participation rates also were higher in
2002 than in 1997. Among families with incomes between 50 and 100
percent of the poverty level, FSP participation rates were only statistically
significantly higher in 2002 for the group with recent welfare experi-
ence. In 1997, about 41 percent participated in food stamps. Nearly 55
percent participated in 2002.

According to results in panel A, participation rates for poor families
with no welfare experience were the same in all three sample years.
Only about one in five poor families without welfare experience par-
ticipated in food stamps in 2002, 1999, and 1997. Panels B and C suggest
that, among families with no welfare experience, participation rates also
were unchanged across the 1997–2002 time frame for those with in-
comes below 50 percent of poverty and for those with incomes between
50 and 100 percent of poverty.

These trends in participation could suggest that the composition of
the welfare status groups changed across time or that the new FSP
changes implemented over the period affected these groups differently.
Characteristics that might have changed in ways to affect participation
of the four welfare status groups include average monthly income (lower
average income would tend to increase the available benefit and par-
ticipation), the percent of families with at least one noncitizen immi-
grant (families with immigrants may be ineligible or less likely to par-
ticipate even if eligible), and the share of families with earnings (as
noted, families with earnings traditionally have had lower participation
rates).

Table 3 suggests that trends in these factors provide little help in
explaining the trends in participation rates for families with children.
Average monthly income was statistically significantly higher for all poor
families in 1999 ($841) than in 1997 ($782). This is consistent with the
decline in food stamp participation rates shown earlier. Average monthly
family income in 2002 ($807) was not statistically significantly different
from 1997, but food stamp participation rates were lower. The average
monthly income patterns for the different welfare status groups across
the 1997–2002 period are not consistent with the observed changes in
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Table 3

Trends in Characteristics of Families by Average Monthly Income
(2002 Dollars)

Monthly Income

Average Monthly
Income

Noncitizen Im-
migrants (%) Earners (%)

2002 1999 1997 2002 1999 1997 2002 1999 1997

A. Below 100% of the poverty
level (cash welfare status):*

Current 730‡ 676 634 10.3 9.8 7.9 9.1 7.5 4.3
Recent 704 706 741 6.0 6.5 6.2 26.7 25.6 33.1
Past 824 902 809 5.1 3.1 5.2 29.0†,‡ 41.4 38.2
Never 829† 888 845 29.4‡ 31.5‡ 25.5 36.3†,‡ 43.4 44.5
All 807 841‡ 782 22.3‡ 22.3‡ 16.8 31.4† 36.0 33.5

B. Below 50% of the poverty
level (cash welfare status):*

Current 397 438 409 12.2 12.6 8.4 4.4 2.7 1.0
Recent 278 298 235 5.9 5.9 6.2 14.5 5.5 6.2
Past 292 304 250 2.7 1.5 5.8 5.5‡ 11.3 11.1
Never 274 315 272 23.8 25.0 21.7 11.7†,‡ 16.2 19.9
All 294† 340 308 18.0‡ 17.9‡ 14.0 10.0 11.7 11.5

C. Between 50% and 100% of
the poverty level (cash
welfare status):*

Current 1,151 1,062 1,072 7.9 5.3 7.0 15.1 15.2 10.7
Recent 1,119 1,095 1,157 6.1 7.0 6.1 38.5‡ 44.7 55.2
Past 1,227 1,233 1,236 6.8 3.9 4.8 46.8†,‡ 58.1 58.9
Never 1,246 1,266 1,238 33.7‡ 35.8‡ 28.1 54.9†,‡ 61.3 61.4
All 1,227 1,226 1,206 25.8†,‡ 25.6 19.3 48.9† 54.6 53.2

Source.—Calculations from the National Survey of America’s Families.
Note.—Income includes current earnings of spouses and partners, as well as income from

welfare (if currently on welfare), Supplemental Security Income, government insurance (So-
cial Security, workers’ compensation, veterans’ benefits), pensions, child support of all family
members received in prior year adjusted to monthly values and indexed to the consumer
price index. Sample includes all families (including immigrants, who may be ineligible) with
children. Sample excludes families with asset income greater than $60 per year (assumed
ineligible for food stamps).

* Cash welfare status is defined as “current” for families currently receiving cash assistance,
“recent” for families that left cash assistance in the 2 years prior to the interview, “past” for
families that left assistance more than 2 years prior to the interview, and “never” for families
that report no welfare receipt as adults.

† Participation rate statistically significantly different from 1999 at least at the 95% confi-
dence level.

‡ Statistically significantly different from 1997 at least at the 95% confidence level.

their participation rates. For example, there were no significant changes
in average income for the recent welfare group with income below
poverty, but participation rates were significantly higher for this group
in 2002 than in the two earlier years. Also, average monthly income for
poor families with no welfare experience was lower in 2002 than in
1999, but the relevant participation rates did not change.

Average monthly incomes did not change to a statistically significant
degree for the different welfare status groups with incomes below 50
percent and between 50 and 100 percent of poverty. In contrast, the
participation rates for these groups did vary across time. The average
monthly income for all families with income below one-half of poverty
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($294) was statistically significantly lower in 2002 than in 1999, but the
average food stamp participation rate was statistically significantly lower
(the opposite of the expected effect).

Trends in immigrant status also do not explain the observed trends
in program participation. The percent of poor families with noncitizen
immigrants increased to a statistically significant degree between 1997
and 2002, and this increase is consistent with the decline in participation
rates across time. However, the only statistically significant increases in
immigrant status occurred among families with no welfare experience,
the group with no change in participation rates.

The next factor, the share of families with adults working a combined
total of at least 40 hours a week, also provides little insight into changing
participation rates. On average, poor families were less likely to include
earners in 2002 than in 1999, but poor families were not more likely
to participate in food stamps in 2002 than in 1999. Poor families with
past and no welfare experience also were statistically significantly less
likely to include earners in 2002 than in 1999 or 1997, but food stamp
participation rates for these groups did not change. Families with in-
comes between 50 and 100 percent of poverty also were less likely to
include earners in 2002 compared with 1997, but the average partici-
pation rates for families in this income group did not change.

In sum, changes in key family characteristics often associated with
differences in participation rates explain little of the observed trends
in FSP participation rates by welfare status. Average monthly income
was about the same for poor families in 2002 as in 1997, but food stamp
participation rates were statistically significantly lower. Also, average
monthly income for families with no welfare experience declined be-
tween 1999 and 2002, but their food stamp participation rate was un-
changed. Poor families without welfare experience were more likely to
include immigrants in 2002 and 1999 than in 1997, but their food stamp
participation rates were unchanged. Finally, families without welfare
experience and those with welfare experience in their distant past were
less likely to include earners in 2002 than in 1999 and 1997, but the
food stamp participation rates for these groups did not change.

Participation in a Multivariate Context

While these descriptive statistics provide little explanation for the ob-
served trends in Food Stamp Program participation, it is possible that
the characteristics of families in the different welfare status groups may
have changed in more complex ways to affect these families’ partici-
pation. The results of OLS regressions predicting food stamp partici-
pation for poor families with children in 1997, 1999, and 2002 are shown
in table 4.16 (Means and standard errors for all variables are shown in
appendix table A1.)



Table 4

Food Stamp Program Participation: Families with Current Income below
100% of the Poverty Level

Characteristic

2002 1999 1997

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Personal (MKA):
Very poor mental health .007 .029 .030 .029 .037 .024
Health limits work .026 .029 .048 .025 .027 .025
Age less than 35 years .012 .019 .011 .023 .043* .019
Race:

Hispanic �.007 .035 �.048 .030 �.038 .033
African American �.036 .023 �.022 .028 �.054* .022
White or other … … …

Spanish language interview �.039 .040 �.021 .042 �.036 .037
Education:

Less than high school … … …
High school degree or GED .021 .024 �.036 .022 �.003 .023
Education beyond high

school �.024 .027 �.057* .028 .008 .022
Noncitizen immigrant in

family �.068* .030 �.096* .041 �.077** .024
Family structure:

Married, alone … … …
Married, with others .000 .027 �.018 .033 �.034 .031
Single, alone .021 .026 .041 .039 .010 .026
Single with partner �.034 .038 .051 .044 �.012 .056
Single with others �.048 .026 .034 .037 �.022 .024

Total hours of work (40� per
week)a �.051* .020 �.066* .025 �.079** .021

State unemployment rate �.011 .012 .029* .012 .032** .007
Assets:

Owns car �.072* .027 �.052* .025 �.099** .025
Owns home �.001 .019 �.048* .024 .006 .020
Some income from assets �.070** .022 �.041 .026 �.097** .033

Income last year 1 poverty �.094** .022 �.103** .022 �.137** .020
Other government assistance:

Received SSI in prior year .059 .034 .040 .039 .011 .036
Received WIC in prior year .126** .019 .107** .030 .118** .018
Received free or reduced

school meals in prior
year .112** .021 .121** .020 .106** .019

Receives housing subsidy .144** .032 .062 .032 .084** .020
Welfare status:

Current .489** .028 .471** .031 .506** .023
Recent .251** .042 .063 .041 .096** .033
Past .099** .030 .092* .039 .052 .029
Never … … …

Constant .319** .084 .157 .081 .152* .060
2R .299 .349 .435

N 4,472 4,239 6,414
Weighted N (1,000s) 6,738 6,444 8,181

Source.—Estimations using the National Survey of Americas Families.
Note.—MKA p adult in family most knowledgeable about children; GED p general

equivalency diploma; SSI p Supplemental Security Income; WIC p nutritional assistance
for women, infants, and children.

a Combines current work hours of spouses or partners.
* .p p .05
** .p p .01
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Table 4 indicates that the likelihood of Food Stamp Program partic-
ipation is influenced by some characteristics of the family, the state
unemployment rate, families’ propensity to participate in other types
of government assistance programs, and families’ welfare history. With
few exceptions, demographic characteristics are not statistically signif-
icant predictors of participation in any of the three survey years, once
other factors are taken into account. The dummy variable indicating
age less than 35 is positively associated with participation, but only in
the 1997 results. Also, African American families were somewhat less
likely to participate in 1997 than white families. This result diverges
from those in earlier studies (Ponza et al. 1999; USGAO 2004). Families
in which the parent had completed education beyond high school were
less likely to participate, but only in 1999.

As expected, families with noncitizen immigrants were significantly
less likely to participate in food stamps in all three survey years. The
coefficients on this explanatory variable were similar across the 3 years,
indicating that noncitizen immigrants’ participation rates were about
8–10 percentage points lower than those for citizens. None of the family
structure characteristics were statistically significant factors in partici-
pation. Singles living with other adults (perhaps indicating some in-
creased ability to make ends meet without food stamps compared with
singles living alone) were less likely to participate in 1997 and 2002, but
these coefficients were not statistically significant.

The family work, assets, and other income variables have the expected
effects on participation. In all 3 years, families working 40 or more hours
a week also were less likely to participate than those working fewer hours.
This possibly indicates a greater difficulty in retaining or obtaining food
stamps when working a substantial number of hours. Car ownership also
statistically significantly depressed the likelihood of participation, per-
haps indicating lower participation among those living in states that still
had fairly restrictive car ownership rules in 2002, or among families that
did not know about the new car ownership rules in their states. Car
ownership may also reflect greater income stability in the family and a
lower likelihood of participating in food stamps than those without this
asset. The coefficients on the car ownership variable were somewhat
smaller in 1999 and 2002 than in 1997. This may indicate some reduction
in the importance of this eligibility test as states moved to new car
valuation rules. Home ownership has a statistically significantly negative
effect on participation, but only in the 1999 survey. Having some income
from financial assets (despite the restriction that eliminates families
reporting $60 or more per year in asset income) also depressed partic-
ipation in data for 1997 and 2002.

Families that reported income above the poverty level for the prior
year are less likely to participate in food stamps by 10–14 percentage
points, depending on the survey year. This result is consistent with other
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results showing that longer-term income deprivation leads to greater
FSP participation (Farrell et al. 2003).

The results also show that families participating in other food assis-
tance programs (WIC, school breakfast or lunch) and housing subsidies
in the prior year are statistically significantly more likely to participate
in food stamps. These effects remain fairly consistent across the three
time periods. This consistency in participation may reflect a greater
willingness among some to accept government help. It also may indicate
that families gain greater knowledge about government support systems
as they participate in at least one of the programs.

The variables indicating families’ welfare history have the largest pos-
itive effects on food stamp participation. Most important, the strength
of the relationship between FSP participation and welfare history is
substantially greater in 2002 than in the earlier years, but only for the
recent welfare leavers. Compared with families never on welfare, families
currently on welfare are about 50 percentage points more likely to par-
ticipate in food stamps in all three survey years. In 1997, recent welfare
leavers are about 10 percentage points more likely to participate in food
stamps than families never on welfare. This coefficient declines in 1999
and is no longer statistically significant. In 2002, it jumps to 25 per-
centage points above the comparison group. In 1999 and 2002, past
leavers also are statistically significantly more likely to participate in food
stamps than their counterparts with no welfare histories. Also, the co-
efficients on this variable are fairly stable.

The substantial increase in the effect of recent welfare status on food
stamp participation in 2002, compared with that effect in earlier years,
strongly suggests that new federal and state rules and states’ new ad-
ministrative procedures made a difference, but only for families with
recent exposure to the welfare system. Families in the system learn about
new rules easing reporting requirements and asset limits, for example,
from their caseworkers. They also benefit from changes in states’ ad-
ministrative procedures that no longer automatically close food stamp
cases when families leave welfare. Chow tests of the significance of the
differences in these coefficients across equations are statistically signif-
icant at the .001 level.

The Oaxaca decomposition method is used to further separate pop-
ulation differences from the effects of welfare status on participation.
Specifically, the regressions for 2002 and 1999 are estimated, restricting
the sample to recent welfare leavers. Other than omitting welfare status,
the included variables are the same as those shown in table 4. The 1999
mean population characteristics are used with the 2002 variable coef-
ficients to predict food stamp participation. The results are compared
to the 2002 predicted rate of participation (with 2002 means and co-
efficients). The difference between the predicted rate of participation
and the actual 2002 rate shows the difference due to changes in pop-
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ulation characteristics. Note that food stamp participation among those
recently on welfare increases by 16.3 percentage points between 1999
and 2002 (48.4 percent compared with 62.1 percent, as shown in table
2). The regression using the 2002 coefficients with the 1999 population
means predicts an average participation for this group that is 2.6 per-
centage points lower than the observed rate for 2002. That is, changes
in population characteristics would have predicted a lower participation
rate (not a higher one). The change in food stamp participation not
explained by the regression coefficients is 18.9 percentage points (16.3
percentage points plus the 2.6 percent predicted increase in partici-
pation). The results suggest that factors (such as changes in FSP rules)
other than population characteristics account for the change in partic-
ipation for this group.

The unexplained portion of the change in participation can be at-
tributed to factors that are not directly measured in the regression. Such
factors include changes in federal and state policies and procedures;
other unmeasured factors may also be in play. For example, it is possible
that former welfare families’ attitudes regarding participation in gov-
ernment assistance programs changed between 1999 and 2002 (absent
any particular changes in food stamp policy) as the initial negative mes-
sage about use of government assistance generated by national welfare
reforms diminished. However, it is likely that at least some of the increase
in food stamp participation among recent welfare leavers can be attrib-
uted to changes in states’ policies and rules.

Conclusions and Implications

These results indicate that the new FSP rules and administrative pro-
cedures helped to increase participation among former welfare recip-
ients. After 1999, states put more effort into informing clients about
the ability to retain food stamps after leaving welfare, and states were
more likely to keep food stamp cases open when families left welfare.
New state program rules that simplify income reporting and allow fam-
ilies to own a car of reasonable value also make it easier for former
welfare recipients to retain eligibility. It is not appropriate to conclude
that the new rules are solely responsible for the increased FSP partici-
pation among former welfare recipients. Nonetheless, the results show
that recent welfare status is increasingly important in predicting food
stamp participation. This suggests that the new rules are important.

The results also show that FSP participation rates among families
never on welfare—the largest share of poor families with children—
remained consistently low throughout the 1997–2002 period. Less than
30 percent of extremely poor families (those with incomes below 50
percent of poverty) with children and no welfare experience received
food stamps in all three survey years.
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The influences of family characteristics on FSP participation indicate
that families working 40 or more hours a week, and those that own cars
or have any asset income (even when it is below the allowable limit for
food stamps), are less likely to participate. Immigrant status also matters
because some are not eligible for benefits, and some may not know
about the new rules allowing their eligibility. Families with higher in-
comes in the preceding year are less likely to participate.

Results provide some lessons for food stamp policy. First, federal rules
and states’ policies and procedures can make a difference in whether
families participate in the program. These rules, policies, and proce-
dures determine how cases are handled and how information is dissem-
inated. Second, states must find ways to communicate new procedures
to families outside of the welfare system. In order to increase knowledge
about food stamps among these families, states could intensify outreach
efforts through grocery stores, community centers, and schools. The
culture at food stamp offices should also welcome families that need
food assistance. Recent case studies document that it is more difficult
to get food stamps than other work supports such as Medicaid (Pavetti,
Maloy, and Schott 2002; Fossett, Gais, and Thompson 2003).

The 2002 Farm Bill (U.S. Public Law 107-171) may increase partici-
pation beyond the results reported here. For example, states now can
use the semiannual reporting requirement for all nonelderly families
(not just families with earnings). States also can adopt simplified income
and resource tests to provide definitions that are more uniform with
those used in TANF and Medicaid. In addition, they may increase the
transitional food stamp benefit for families leaving welfare from 3 to 5
months. The bill revamps federal oversight of states’ food stamp error
rates by focusing sanctions on states with serious, persistent problems,
rather than annual sanctioning of all states with errors above the na-
tional average rate. The change should encourage states to ease onerous
reporting requirements because penalties for overpayments and un-
derpayments will be less of a consideration than before.

Despite these efforts, the new options may not be sufficient to en-
courage participation among families that have a strong aversion to
government assistance. Success in fulfilling the program’s motto, “food
stamps make a stronger America,” may require a more drastic overhaul.
Such an overhaul would need to eliminate the stigma surrounding the
use of food stamps. The stigma associated with benefit receipt might
be reduced by changing the program’s name so that it is advertised as
food assistance for low-income working families. Also, some states have
begun experiments that allow applications outside the welfare office. It
will be important to track the effects of these experiments on working
families outside the welfare system. Finally, other rule changes, such as
permitting eligibility among families that have some assets, may be nec-
essary to increase program participation.



Appendix

Table A1

Characteristics: Families with Current Income below 100% of the Poverty Level

Characteristic

2002 1999 1997

% (SE) % (SE) % (SE)

Personal (MKA):
Very poor mental health 20.9 (.009) 20.5 (.012) 17.4 (.010)
Health limits work 25.7 (.009) 24.5 (.011) 21.1 (.009)
Age less than 35 years 51.0 (.012) 52.6 (.013) 56.0 (.012)
Race:

Hispanic 29.1 (.011) 29.4 (.011) 27.1 (.008)
African American 27.0 (.008) 28.7 (.014) 25.4 (.011)
White or other 43.9 (.012) 41.9 (.011) 47.5 (.012)

Spanish language interview 19.2 (.009) 18.1 (.010) 16.4 (.008)
Education:

Less than high school 35.6 (.012) 39.6 (.014) 35.4 (.011)
High school degree or GED 38.3 (.011) 32.0 (.013) 36.4 (.012)
Education beyond high school 24.9 (.008) 26.9 (.013) 27.2 (.010)

Noncitizen immigrant in family 22.3 (.009) 22.3 (.010) 16.8 (.007)
Family structure:

Married, alone 28.4 (.011) 26.6 (.012) 26.2 (.011)
Married, with others 13.7 (.008) 13.5 (.009) 13.6 (.008)
Single, alone 33.4 (.010) 36.5 (.013) 36.7 (.014)
Single with partner 7.0 (.006) 6.1 (.007) 5.0 (.005)
Single with others 16.9 (.008) 16.7 (.009) 18.1 (.012)

Total hours of work (40� per week)* 31.4 (.011) 36.0 (.014) 33.5 (.011)
State unemployment rate 5.9 (.021) 4.4 (.025) 5.2 (.022)
Assets:

Owns car 64.7 (.012) 62.0 (.015) 63.8 (.011)
Owns home 36.0 (.011) 34.6 (.011) 35.8 (.011)
Some income from assets 7.3 (.006) 7.0 (.007) 6.2 (.006)

Income last year 1 poverty 41.6 (.012) 35.7 (.014) 34.8 (.012)
Other government assistance

Received SSI in prior year 12.1 (.008) 10.2 (.006) 9.7 (.007)
Received WIC in prior year 32.6 (.009) 31.0 (.013) 30.8 (.013)
Received free or reduced school

meals in prior year 57.1 (.011) 60.9 (.013) 55.7 (.011)
Receives housing subsidy 18.1 (.010) 17.3 (.011) 23.3 (.014)

Welfare Status:†

Current 12.1 (.007) 15.6 (.010) 22.1 (.013)
Recent 6.7 (.005) 8.7 (.007) 10.0 (.008)
Past 13.4 (.008) 12.9 (.007) 14.3 (.009)
Never 67.7 (.009) 62.8 (.012) 53.5 (.014)

Source.—Calculations from the National Survey of America’s Families.
Note.—MKA p adult in family most knowledgeable about children; GED p general equiv-

alence diploma; SSI p Supplemental Security Income; WIC p nutritional assistance for women,
infants, and children. Income includes current earnings of spouses and partners, as well as
income from welfare (if currently on), SSI, government insurance (Social Security, workers’
compensation, veterans’ benefits), pensions, child support of all family members received in
prior year adjusted to monthly values and indexed to the consumer price index. Sample includes
all families (including immigrants, who may be ineligible) with children. Sample excludes
families with asset income greater than $60 per year (assumed ineligible for food stamps).

* Combines current work hours of spouses or partners.
† Cash welfare status is defined as “current” for families currently receiving cash assistance,

“recent” for families that left cash assistance in the 2 years prior to the interview, “past” for
families that left assistance more than 2 years prior to the interview, and “never” for families
that report no welfare receipt as adults.
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1. Calculated from caseload statistics showing the number of persons receiving food
stamps in an average month (USDA 2005a).

2. Calculated from the historical data on food stamp caseloads in an average month
during the year (USDA 2005b).

3. In 2004, the parent would qualify for a standard deduction ($134 per month), an
earned income deduction ($192 per month or 20 percent of earnings), a child-care
expense deduction ($375 per month for two children, one under age 2 and one older
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than 2), and a shelter expense deduction ($378 per month calculated as housing expenses
above 50 percent of countable income after other deductions).

4. Standard food stamp policy requires families to report changes of income greater
than $25 a month, and households must submit monthly reports on their circumstances,
even if nothing has changed.

5. The FSP has rules covering multiple vehicles, and the federal test of $4,650 applies
to all vehicles owned by members of the household. Some states (15) now exclude the
value of all vehicles; others (7) exclude the value of one per household and then apply
the federal standard to subsequent vehicles. See the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
(2005) for a detailed description of the food stamp vehicle test, including the current
rules in the states.

6. Participation rates are estimated using data from the Current Population Survey
(CPS) and are not strictly comparable across time because the Census Bureau reweighted
the 2002 CPS to line up with age, race, and sex control totals measured in the 2000 census.
There also have been minor methodological changes across the time period (Cunnyngham
2004).

7. The 1996 welfare law enables states to recover the cost of benefits to single mothers
with children by compelling those mothers to identify nonresident fathers so that child
support might be collected from them. Some states have expanded these child support
enforcement initiatives beyond TANF so that eligibility for food stamps is conditional upon
a parent’s willingness to identify a nonresident partner from whom the state can collect
child support.

8. Further details on the NSAF, including the survey design, process, data reliability,
and weights, can be found in Abi-Habib et al. (2004).

9. This definition of family corresponds closely to the Census Bureau’s definition of
family. The exception is that the current definition includes individuals identified as
partners by the most knowledgeable adult (MKA) in the family. It differs from the official
FSP definition of household, the unit that must file together for food stamps because
households include all persons living together, regardless of their relationship to each
other. However, this study’s focus on families with children minimizes the importance of
this difference because relatively few children live with nonrelated adults who are not
partners. For example, only 9 percent of children in food stamp households in 2003 lived
in multiple adult households, including related and unrelated adults (USDA 2004a, table
A-14, p. 48).

10. These point-in-time participation rates are lower than annual, average, or ever-on
participation rates reported in the official participation statistics because many more fam-
ilies participate sometime during a year than at a single point in time.

11. Similar to the CPS, the NSAF also asks about the families’ receipt of food stamps
during the previous year. This analysis uses current monthly participation to match up
with current welfare and work status of the respondent and his or her spouse or partner.

12. Throughout this article, the term “cash welfare” is used to indicate receipt of as-
sistance from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program (since 1997)
or from the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program (before 1997).

13. The current (at the time of survey) income estimates provide work and earnings
status consistent with current food stamp and welfare status. The preceding year’s income
estimates do not allow one to identify the exact months in which benefits or earned
income are received. The current earnings reported by the respondent account for 83
percent of total income for the sample (poor families with children). Current welfare
recipients, of course, derive a greater share of their income from TANF (49 percent) than
earnings (35 percent), and the majority report TANF income receipt in the prior year.
That is, imputation of the monthly TANF benefit from the prior year’s reported benefit
provides a fairly accurate estimate of this source of income.

14. The Oaxaca (1973) method permits decomposition of the differences in FSP par-
ticipation across the two cohorts to measure what participation would have been in 2002
if the characteristics of the population were the same as in 1999. Any significant difference
in participation can then be attributed to factors other than changes in population char-
acteristics measured by the regressions.

15. Illegal immigrants are not eligible for food stamps; the FSP rule changes apply to
legal immigrants who were eligible for food stamps prior to the 1996 welfare reforms.
Since the NSAF does not identify legal status, the variable “noncitizen immigrant” includes
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both legal and illegal immigrants. However, the vast majority of noncitizen immigrants
are in the U.S. legally (Fix and Passel 1994).

16. Results are shown for families with current monthly income below 100 percent of
the poverty level. Similar results are found for regressions estimated for families with
incomes below 50 percent of the poverty level and between 50 and 100 percent of the
poverty level.


