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ARE THE STEEP DECLINES IN FOOD
StAMP PARTICIPATION LINKED TO
FALLING WELFARE CASELOADS?

ShellaR. Zedlewski and Sarah Brauner

ood stamp casdoads have been declining

amogt as rapidly as the widely publicized

declines in cash assistance receipt (figure 1).

At least some of the unprecedented decrease
in food stamp use is due to the continuing strong
economy combined with federal reforms explicitly
designed to cut back the

low-income families—allows us to explore reasons
for the recent declinesin Food Stamp program partic-
ipation and any connection between leaving welfare

and food stamp use3
About two-thirds of families that left the Food
Stamp program were still eligible for food stamps,
according to the NSAF.

Food Stamp program.

This proportion is about

Figurel
But these factors cannot - the same whether the
fully explain the drop in Food Stamp alggggge Recipients, family had recently been

food stamp use.
One concern is that
the reduction in food
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on welfare or not. But
former welfare recipient
families|eft the program

Stamp caseloads is linked %0 —— a a much higher rate
to faling wefare case 25 1 Passage of than their nonwelfare
loads. It is now well doc- Z 20 { Federa Welfare _>\ counterparts at al levels
umented that most former £ 15 | Refom of income. The 42 per-
wefare recipients move § 3 0 | T e cent participation rate
into jobsthat pay too little s 0 T for former welfare recip-
to bring their families 5 ientswith incomes below
above 130 percent of the 0 ' ' the digibility cutoff is
federal poverty leve (the P> RS S AR similar to the traditional -
food stamp €ligibility cut- ?9%‘ ?9% Vv"% & ?9% ?9% ly low rate of working
off).2 If low-income fam- poor families.

ilies outside the cash
assistance system have
trouble gaining access to
food stamp benefits or, dternatively, are unwilling to
participate, this is cause for serious concern. The
Food Stamp program is designed to help all low-
income Americans buy food. The 1997 Nationd
Survey of Americas Families (NSAF)—a large
nationaly representative sample that overrepresents

Source: From program data. See Zedlewski and Brauner (1999).

A single parent with
two children, a full-time
minimum-wage job, and
no other incomeis eligible for about $260 amonth in
food stamps4 Why the mgority of working poor
families—which now includes former welfare recipi-
entsin substantial numbers—do not avail themsdlves
of such considerable help is aquestion of mgjor poli-
Cy concern.
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Table 1
Distribution of Income for Families That Received
Some Food Stamps since 1995

1997 Estimated Welfare Status

Income Relative to Left Wdfare Nonwelfare
Povertya (%) (%)
Below 50% 32 32
50% <100% 30 29
100% <130% 11 14
130%+ 26 26
Totd 100 100
(millions) (1.200) (2.845)

Source: Urban Ingtitute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America s Families.
a. See text for definition of family income.

Which Families Are
Leaving the Food
Stamp Program?

The focus here is on 6.2 million
families with children under age 18
(represented by 5,228 survey families)
that received food stamps at some point
between January 1995 and the date of
their NSAF interview (between
February and October 1997). Just over
one-third of them had left the Food
Stamp program by the time of their
interview. The comparison here is
between food stamp families that had
been on cash assstance and families
that had not been on welfare during the
period. Food Stamp program exit rates
should be similar for these two groups
to the extent that their characteristicsare
smilar.

As expected, families that ceased
using food stamps averaged higher
earnings and incomes than those who
were gill receiving food slamps. They
were also more likely to be white, have
married adults, and have at lesst one
full-timeearner. Whilefamiliesthat left
the Food Stamp program were consd-
erably more likely never to have been
on welfare (62 percent versus 41 per-
cent of current food stamp recipients),
one-third of Food Stamp program
“leavers’ had aso left welfare.

Among families that had received
some food stamps since 1995, the
incomes of former wefare recipients
were remarkably similar to those of
families who had not been on welfare.
Table 1 compares the 1997 estimated
income levels of welfare-leaving fami-
lies that received some food stamps in

the period after January 1995 with those
of nonwelfare families that received
some food stamps during the same peri-
od. Family income as shown here is
average monthly earnings plus other
relatively stable sources of income
(child support, Supplemental Security
Income, Social Security, pensions, and
asset income) received during the prior
year5 About one-quarter of both the
welfare and nonwelfare groups had
average monthly incomes at or above
130 percent of the federa poverty leve,
leaving about three-quarters till digi-
blefor food stamps. About one-third of
both groups had incomes below 50 per-
cent of the poverty levd.

However, Food Stamp program
exit ratesfor thetwo groups did provide

astriking contrast to their income simi-
larity. At dl levels of income, former
welfare recipients left the Food Stamp
program & higher rates than families
that had not been on welfare, with the
differencesbeing greatest at thelow end
of the income distribution. Overdll, for
example, 62 percent of former welfare
recipient families left the Food Stamp
program, compared with 46 percent of
nonwelfare families (figure 2). For
those with incomes below 50 percent of
the poverty level, former welfare fami-
lies stopped using food stamps at twice
the rate of nonwelfare families (45 per-
cent versus 23 percent).

Are Families That Left
the Food Stamp
Program Still Eligible
for Benefits?

About two-thirds of families that
left the Food Stamp program appeared
to be digible for benefits on the basis of
their incomes (table 2).6 This propor-
tion was about the same whether or not
they had left welfare. However, signifi-
cantly more former welfare families
that |eft the program fell into the lowest
income group—below 50 percent of the
poverty level—than did their nonwel-
fare counterparts (23 percent versus 16
percent).

In fact, former wefare recipient
families that were digible for benefits
had low Food Stamp program participa:
tion rates even at very low income lev-

Figure 2
What Shar e of Families Left the Food Stamp Program?
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Source: Urban Ingtitute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America s Families.

* |ndicates a significant difference relative to families never on welfare at the 95

percent confidence level.




Table?2
What Arethelncomes of Families That L eft
the Food Stamp Program?

1997 Estimated Welfare Status

Income Relative to Left Wdfare Nonwelfare
Povertya (%) (%)
Below 50% 23* 16

50% <100% 28 26
100% <130% 13 19
130%+ 35 39
Totd 100 100
(millions) (0.7) (1.3

Families.

a. See text for definition of family income.

els(figure 3). Only 4 out of 10 income-
eligible families were participating in
1997. Perhaps of greatest concern was
that only about haf of former welfare
recipient families with current incomes
below 50 percent of the poverty level
were receiving food stamps.  Interest-
ingly, these low participation rates are
smilar to those observed historically
for low-income families outside the
cash assistance system.”

Why Do Families Say
That They Left the Food
Stamp Program?

The most common reason families
gave for leaving the Food Stamp pro-
gram was increased earnings or a new
job (figure 4). Interestingly, an even
higher proportion of former welfare
families (72 percent) left the program
for this reason than nonwelfare fami-
lies (62 percent). Whether the families
leaving welfare assumed that they no
longer qualified for food stamps, or
whether they chose to leave the pro-
gram when they began working, is
unknown. It would not be surprising if
former welfare families were less well
informed about the income cutoff for
food stamp eligibility than nonwelfare
families, since their previous participa-
tion did not depend on their knowledge
of income conditions to receive bene-
fits. They were automatically enrolled
in the program by their caseworkers

Source: Urban Ingtitute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America's

* |ndicates a significant difference from nonwelfare families at the 90 percent
confidence level.

when they began to receive cash wel-
fare.

The second most common reason
given for leaving the Food Stamp pro-
gram was administrative problems or
hasdes. Nonwedfare families were
more likely to give this reason than
families that had been on welfare, sug-
gesting that new program requirements
implemented as part of federa welfare
reform (such as the new food stamp
sanctions) were not a major reason
why families |eft the Food Stamp pro-
gram.

What is more disturbing about the
adminigtrative hasde picture is that the
poorest familiesin both the welfare and
nonwelfare groups were considerably
more likely than the higher-income fam-
iliesto report leaving because of hasdes
(figure 5). Appaently, families that
have the mogt difficulty maintaining a
solid income base dso have the most
difficulty maintaining access to food
stamps.

Do Food Stamp Leavers
Feel More Secure about
Being Able to Feed
Their Families?

Based upon a series of NSAF
questions that addressed the issue of
financial insecurities related to food
purchase (diet quality and adequacy
were not covered in the survey), fami-
lies that stopped receiving food stamps
were relatively insecure in their ability
to pay for food. About two-thirds of
families that left the Food Stamp pro-
gram reported some difficulty afford-
ing food, and one-third reported severe
difficulties, with neither income nor
former wdfare status making much
difference. Thelevelsof food insecuri-
ty for former food stamp recipients
exceeded those for the genera
nonelderly, low-income population,
however. And the levels of concern
reported by Food Stamp program
leavers were generally similar to the

Figure 3
What Share of Eligible Former Welfare FamiliesWere
Participating in the Food Stamp Program?
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Source: Urban Ingtitute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America s Families.
a. Only includes former welfare families that are eligible for food stamps on the basis

of their income.

b. See text for definition of family income.




Figure4
Why Do Families Say They L eft the Food Stamp Program?
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Families.

*|ndicates significant difference from nonwelfare families at the 90 percent confidence
level.

levels reported by those currently on
food stamps. The only exception was
families with incomes above 130 per-
cent of the poverty level, among whom
current food stamp recipients were sig-
nificantly more likely than nonrecipi-
ents to report having severe difficulties
affording food.

Policy Implications

Two maor findings on Food
Stamp program leavers emerge from
the NSAF. About two-thirds of those
who left the program, whether they
were former welfare recipients or not,
appeared to be eligible for benefits but
for some reason were not getting them.
In addition, former welfare recipients
left the program at significantly higher
rates than their nonwelfare counterparts
a al income levels, but particularly
among the very poorest group (those
with family incomes below 50 percent
of the poverty leve). It is probable that
some of these families had earnings
when they |eft the Food Stamp program
but were no longer working when inter-
viewed. To the extent that this is the
casg, itistill not clear why they did not
return to the program when they lost
their jobs. Only 4 out of 10 former wel-
fare families that appear to be income
eligiblefor the program reported receiv-
ing benefits.

Some families reported that they
left the Food Stamp program because of

30 40 50 60 70 80
Percentage

the hasdes connected with maintaining
benefits, including asignificantly larger
share in the very poorest group. And
families that had not been on welfare
were more likely to give hasdes as the
reason for leaving the program, sug-
gedting that families outside the cash
assstance system are more likely to
struggle with the program requirements
for maintaining digibility.

But ultimately, why former welfare
families left the Food Stamp program

more often than nonwelfare families at
similar income levels remains a puzzle.
Both groups had shown—by their
acceptance of food stamp benefitsin the
first place—that they were not aversein
principle to accepting help from this
programn. And it seems particularly
unlikely that familiesthat have accepted
cash welfare in the past would fed
greater stigma about accepting help
from another government program than
nonwelfare families.

What may well be going on is a
trangtion process for these families.
Families on welfare have casaworkers
who ensure that they recelve food
stamps dong with their cash assistance.
When families leave welfare, they
themsaves must take on the task of
ensuring that they remain on the Food
Stamp program rolls.  This includes
reporting any changes in income
monthly by mail and reporting in per-
son for recertification a 3- to 12-month
intervals, depending on the state.

What is absolutely clear is tha
familiesthat left welfare joined a popu-
lation of working poor families that
have dways had low rates of food
stamp participation, even though food
stamps offer significant help in paying
for food. The Clinton administration
recently announced administrative
changes to reduce the frequency of
required income reporting, cut down on

Figure5
Why Do Familieswith Very Low Incomes (below 50 Percent of
Poverty) Say They L eft the Food Stamp Program?
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Source: Urban Ingtitute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America's
Families.




paperwork hasdes for agency staff and
recipients, and increase outreach to
low-income families. But these initia-
tives represent only a smal step in
improving program participation.

Low participation rates among the
working poor are not new. The recent
influx of former wefare recipients into
the ranks of the working poor smply
highlightstheimportance of innovations
that provide low-income working fami-
lies better access to food stamps—bene-
fits to which most of them are entitled.

Notes

1. This brief is drawn from resultsin
Zedlewski and Brauner (1999).

2. Seeloprest (1999).

3. The first wave of the NSAF col-
lected economic, health, and socid infor-
mation on 44,000 households between
February and November 1997. The survey
oversampled households with income
below 200 percent of the federal poverty
level and households in each of 13 targeted
states. The NSAF provides information on
a nationally representative sample of the
civilian, noninstitutionalized population
under age 65 and their families. A second

wave of thissurvey isbeing fielded in 1999.
For more information, including the survey
methods and data reliability, see Brick et d.
(1999).

4. This assumes a maximum child
care cost deduction for children over two
years old and no excess shelter cost.

5. These additional sources of income
wereidentified on the survey asreceived by
families during 1996 and were adjusted to
monthly 1997 values. To the extent that
families began receiving new sources of
income only in 1997, these will be under-
estimates of family income. The difference
is unlikely to be large, however, because
adding supplementary income sources to
current earnings did not change the distri-
bution of income very much. (These fami-
lies rely mostly on what they earn.)

6. Some of these families would be
disqualified on the basis of their assets.
The Food Stamp program includes an
assets test of $2,000 and a complex valua-
tion for cars that limits the fair market
vaue of the first countable vehicle to
$4,650 (the fair market value of the car in
excess of $4,650 can count toward the
$2,000 asset limit, alowing families with
financial assets below $2,000 and a higher
car valuation to remain eligible). However,
less than 0.5 percent of NSAF families
reported financial assets above $2,000.

The NSAF did not ask about the value of
cars.

7. See, for example, Blank and
Ruggles (1993).
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