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Thank you for the opportunity to address the Committee about the recent, unprecedented declines in Food
Stamp Program participation. My testimony focuses on families with children who left food stamps between
1995 and 1997, a period early in the process of welfare reform. It addresses the relationship between leaving
cash assistance and remaining in or dropping out of the food stamp program.

Specifically, I want to draw the attention of the Committee to the preliminary results of a recent Urban
Institute analysis of this relationship. The results show that the majority of families who left welfare also
stopped participating in the food stamp program, even though most of these families had incomes below the
eligibility cut off for program participation.

The findings suggest that policy makers need to consider new ways to ensure that the working poor know
about and can easily access food stamp benefits.

In sum, we found that: 

At all levels of income, former welfare recipients left food stamps at higher rates than families who
had not received cash assistance.

1.

Most food stamp leavers had incomes that still left them eligible for these benefits.2.
Families who left welfare have joined other low-income, working families who have historically had low
rates of participation in the food stamp program.

3.

My testimony draws on research that we have conducted at the Urban Institute as part of a large,
multi-year study called Assessing the New Federalism. It relies on data collected through the National
Survey of America's Families (NSAF), a new, nationally representative survey of over 44,000 non-aged
families.2 The NSAF was conducted between February and November 1997. We asked families whether
they received welfare and/or food stamp benefits and, for families not currently receiving benefits,
whether they received benefits sometime since January 1995. 

Food Stamp Exit Rates. We first examined whether families who left welfare also left food stamps and
compared these results to families who had not been on welfare. My colleague, Pamela Loprest, recently
completed a study of women who left welfare since 1995, and found that only 31 percent of them had food
stamp benefits at the time of their interview.3 Her study raised the concern that many former welfare families
were still eligible but not receiving food stamps. 
My results show that former welfare recipients left the food stamp program at higher rates than their
nonwelfare counterparts at all levels of income (figure 1). On average, 62 percent of former welfare recipients
left food stamps, compared to 46 percent of families who had not received cash assistance since 1995. Exit
rates for former welfare recipients were unusually high among those with very low incomes. For example, 45
percent of former welfare recipients with incomes below 50 percent of poverty were no longer receiving food
stamps, compared to 23 percent of families who had not been on cash assistance.
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To What Extent are Families Who Left Food Stamps Still Eligible? We estimated current family income
to address the question of food stamp eligibility directly.4 Figure 2 shows that 62 percent of former food
stamp families had monthly incomes below 130 percent of poverty, the gross income test for food stamp
eligibility, and 45 percent had incomes below poverty. Nearly one-quarter of former welfare recipients who
left food stamps had monthly incomes below 50 percent of poverty.



These results indicate that many families who left food stamps appear to be eligible for food stamps, but they
are not participating. This finding is consistent with previous studies of program participation. Low-income
families who do not receive cash assistance have had historically low rates of participation in the Food Stamp
Program.5

Why Don't Families Participate? We cannot tell you why so many eligible families were no longer
participating. When asked, the vast majority of families in the NSAF said they left food stamps because of
earnings or a job. We do not know whether this means that they think they are no longer eligible, or whether
they no longer want this assistance. Their low participation rates, however, are consistent with past behavior
of low-income, working families. At the minimum, our preliminary findings emphasize the need to ensure that
families leaving welfare and all low-income working families know about and have easy access to food stamp
benefits.

Notes
1. This statement reflects the views of the author and does not necessarily represent the views of the Urban
Institute, its sponsors, or its board of trustees.

2. See G. Kenney, S. Rajan, F. Sheuren, and K. Wang, "National Survey of America's Families: Survey
Methods and Data Reliability," Assessing the New Federalism Methodology Paper No. 1, The Urban Institute,
Washington, D.C., June 1999, for a description of this survey

3. Pamela Loprest, "Families Who Left Welfare: Who are They and How are They Doing?" Assessing the New
Federalism Discussion Paper Number 2, The Urban Institute, Washington, D.C., July, 1999.

4. We caution that these are rough estimates of income eligibility. The NSAF, like other major government
surveys, asked families lots of detail about their sources of income during the last year (1996), and about
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surveys, asked families lots of detail about their sources of income during the last year (1996), and about
their current earnings. In order to estimate total family income we combine total earnings received in the past
month by the family (including earnings of partners of single mothers) with more permanent sources of
support received in 1996 (child support, Supplemental Security Income, Social Security, and assets, adjusted
for inflation and a monthly time period). This measure of income will underestimate income to the extent that
families begin receiving these sources of income or other nonearnings sources of cash income during 1997.
We also do not consider the food stamp asset test in this analysis.

5. For example, a study of single mothers in the mid-1980s found that 60 percent of mothers who left food
stamps were still eligible. See R. Blank and P. Ruggles, "When Do Women Use AFDC and Food Stamps? The
Dynamics of Eligibility vs. Participation," National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc. Working Paper No. 4429,
New York, August 1993, page 37.
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