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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food and Nutrition Service has conducted periodic surveys of
food stamp households to determine the characteristics and
circumstances of program beneficiaries. This report presents the
results of the most recent survey of over 7,100 participating
households in the 50 States and the District of Columbia. The
report has two objectives: a description of the economic and
demographic circumstances of food stamp households in the summer
of 1985 and an exaq}nation of changes in these circumstances
since August 1984.

Until February 1983, characteristic reports had been based on a
sample of households selected from the Food Stamp Quality Control
(QC) system. The QC system was an ongoing review of food stamp
households to determine if eligibility and benefits had been
calculated properly or if a household's participation was
correctly denied or terminated. The February 1983 Food Stamp
Characteristics report was the first based on a sample from the
redesigned Integrated Quality Control System (IQCS). The August
1984 and summer 1985 samples which are used for this report are
also based on IQCS. Like its predecessor, the IQCS is the basic
accountability measure of Food Stamp Program (FSP) operations.
The IQCS differs from QC in two ways: it integrates the QC
systems of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC),
Medicaid, and Food Stamps, and it relies on a revised form to
collect data. These changes make the February 1983, August 1984,
and summer 1985 reports not completely comparable with previous
studies.

On average, slightly more than 19.3 million people in the United
States received food stamp benefits in a summer month of 1985.
At the time these data were gathered:

o Nearly 94 percent of all food stamp households had a total
gross income that was equal to or less than the official
poverty guidelines; nearly 40 percent were below half the
poverty line.

o About 39 percent of all food stamp households also
received benefits under Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC). One-in-five had earned income. Twenty
percent of all households received Social Security or
Railroad Retirement benefits; 20 percent received
Supplemental Security Income (SSI).

lror this report, summer 1985 refers to the average of data for
July and August 1985. Household samples were taken from both
July and August to maintain an adequate sample size given
reduced annual State sample sizes.
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The average deduction from gross income was $191 per
month. The most frequent deduction -- other than the
standard deduction available to every household -- was for
excess shelter costs, claimed by nearly 71 percent of all
food stamp households.

The average monthly food stamp benefit was $116 per
household or $43 per person.

About 20 percent of all food stamp households

had no net income after taking the allowable deductions
from gross income, and thus received the maximum allowable
benefit.

When food stamp benefits were counted along with cash
income, the percentage of food stamp households below half
the poverty line fell from 40 percent to 13 percent.

The average food stamp household included 2.7 people, but
there was substantial variation among different household
types. For instance, an average of 3.9 people constituted
a household where school-age children were present, while
households with elderly members averaged only 1.5 persons.
Over half of all food stamp households contained only one
or two people.

Approximately 71 percent of the heads of food stamp
households were women.

Forty-nine percent of all the people participating in the
Food Stamp Program were children (less than 18 years old).
Nine percent were elderly (60 years old or older).

Twenty-one percent of all food stamp households had at
least one elderly member. Ninety-one percent of all
elderly participants lived alone or with one other person
(usually elderly as well).

A comparison of survey data from August 1984 with the results of
the current survey shows that:

(o]

o]

(o]

Average monthly gross income increased from $390 per
household in August 1984 to $398 in the summer of 1985.

The percentage of households with gross income below half
the poverty line increased slightly from 39 to 40 percent.

While the average value of total deductions increased from
$177 to $191, average net income decreased from $229 to
$226. Thus, the average monthly food stamp benefit
increased from $114 to $116 per household.
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INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program is a nationwide program which helps low-
income families and individuals buy the foods they need to
maintain a nutritious diet. This assistance is in the form of
coupons that can be redeemed for food in authorized food stores,
thus increasing the purchasing power of low-income households.
The program is authorized by Congress, administered nationally by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS), and run through State welfare agencies and their local
offices. An average of just over 19 million people received food
stamp benefits each month during Fiscal Year 1985 at a total
program cost of almost $11.7 billion.

Because food stamp benefits add to the resources available to
low-income households, the Food Stamp Program can be considered
part of the Federal income maintenance system. It is distinct
from other income maintenance programs in two important ways.
First, it is designed to provide nutritional assistance to low-
income households. Thus, program benefits--the food stamps--can
be used only to buy food. Second, the program is distinguished
by the absence of categorical restrictions on eligibility and
participation. Unlike Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI), for example,
program eligibility is not limited to specific types of people
(for example, parents with dependent children, the elderly, or
the disabled). Instead, the Food Stamp Program is available to
all who meet the income and resource standards set by Congress.
Thus, program participants are likely to represent a broad
spectrum of the low-income population.

The Food and Nutrition Service has conducted periodic surveys of
food stamp households to determine the characteristics and
circumstances of program beneficiaries. This report presents the
results of a survey of over 7,100 participating households in the
50 States and the District of Columbia. The report has two
objectives: a description of the economic and demographic
circumstances of food stamp participants in the summer of 1985

and a brief examination of changes in these circumstances from
August 1984,

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the structure, size, and economic
context of the Food Stamp Program in the summer of 1985. Chapter 2
describes summer 1985 food stamp household circumstances in some
detail while Chapter 3 looks at trends in household circumstances
and caseload composition from 1984 to 1985 by comparing the August
1984 sample with summer 1985. Chapter 4 presents an extensive set
of detailed tabulations of household characteristics in the summer
of 1985. The appendixes to this report contain supplemental tables
and a brief description of the sample design.



CHAPTER 1l: AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

The number and characteristics of households participating in the
Food Stamp Program tend to vary somewhat over time. Several
factors contribute to this shifting. Legislative changes, such
as eligibility requirements, are partially responsible. The
economic status of the nation as well as underlying demographic
trends may also affect the program's level of participation and
characteristics of participating households. This chapter
provides some background on the general circumstances of the Food
Stamp Program in the summer of 1985.

The chapter begins with an overview of the eligibility requirements.
This is followed by a brief summary of total program participation
and costs as well as economic conditions in Fiscal Year 1985.

PROGRAM ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS

Each household had to meet certain uniform standards to qualify
for food stamp benefits. These included a gross and net income
limit, a resource limit, and a variety of nonfinancial criteria.
Each of these is discussed briefly below.

Program Changes Since Last Year

Both eligibility requirements and aggregate benefit levels were
affected by three program changes since August 1984. First,
parents with school-age children were no longer exempt from
refusing employment offers. Previously, these individuals could
refrain from working provided they were registered for work.
Second, in November 1984, the maximum coupon allotment was set at
100 percent of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP). Last year, the
maximum coupon allotment was 99 percent of the TFP. Finally, in
April 1985, the Thrifty Food Plan for Alaska was split into two
separate categories: rural and urban. This split was necessary
because residents in rural areas incur significantly higher food
costs.

Income Eligibility Standards

To be eligible for food stamps, the gross monthly income of most
households had to be at or below 130 percent of the Federal poverty
guidelines ($13,850 annually for a family of four) and their net
income had to be at or below 100 percent of the Federal poverty



guidelines ($10,650 annually for a family of four).1 Households
with an elderly or disabled member were subject to the net income
test described below. Gross income included all cash payments to
the households with the exception of a few specific types excluded
by law or regulation (such as loans, nonrecurring lump sum
payments, and reimbursement of certain expenses). The following
deductions were then subtracted from the household's gross income
to determine its net income:

o] A standard deduction adjusted periodically to reflect changes
in the cost of living. The standard deduction was $95 in the
48 contiguous States and the District of Columbia in the summer
of 1985,

o An earned income deduction for working households equal to
18 percent of the combined earnings of household members.

o A dependent care deduction for the expenses involved in
caring for children or other dependents while household
members worked or sought employment.

o] An excess shelter deduction for those shelter costs (such as
rent, mortgage payments, utility bills, property taxes, and
insurance) that exceeded 50 percent of the household's income
remaining after all other deductions were taken. For most
households, the combined value of the dependent care and
excess shelter deductions could not exceed a maximum set by law
and adjusted periodically to reflect changes in the cost of
living., The limit in the summer of 1985 for households living
in the 48 contiguous States and the District of Columbia was
$134“. Households with an elderly (age 60 or older) or
disabled member were exempted from this limit--they were
entitled to subtract the full value of all shelter costs
greater than 50 percent of their adjusted income.

o] A special medical deduction limited to households with an
elderly or disabled member. These households could deduct
all medical costs exceeding $35 incurred by the elderly or
disabled person. Medical expenses reimbursed by insurance
or government programs were not deductible. If a household

lgach year in July, the income eligibility standards are updated.
The figures supplied in this text were effective from July 1,
1985 through June 30, 1986 for all States and territories except
Alaska and Hawaii, which have higher standards. See Appendix B
for the full array of monthly standards.

2Both the standard deduction and ceiling on the combined value of
the dependent care and excess shelter deductions in Alaska,
Hawaii, Guam, and the Virgin Islands were adjusted to reflect
price differences from the mainland. See appendix C for the
value of each in the summer of 1985.



contained more than one disabled or elderly person, then it
could deduct the combined medical expenses (for those disabled
or elderly persons) that exceeded the elderly/disabled’'s
initial $35 charge.

After subtracting these allowable deductions from gross income,
the household's net income was then compared to a table of
monthly income limits based on the official poverty guidelines
published by the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS).
These guidelines vary by household size and are updated annually
to reflect changes in the cost of living. The Food Stamp Program
income limits are adjusted each July to correspond to the most
recent DHHS poverty guidelines. In the summer of 1985, a four-
person family living in one of the 48 contiguous States, the
District of Columbia, Guam, or the Virgin Islands could qualify
for the program with a net monthl3€L income of $888 and a gross
monthly income of $1,154, or less.

Resource Eligibility Standards

The value of a household's assets further restricted program
eligibility. Most households were permitted up to $1,500 in
countable resources. Households with two or more people, at
least one of whom was 60 years old, were allowed up to $3,000.
Countable resources included cash on hand and assets which could
easily be converted to cash, such as money in checking or savings
accounts, savings certificates, stocks or bonds, and lump sum
payments. They also included such nonliquid assets as personal
property, vehicles, buildings, and land. The family home and
lot, one family vehicle if under $4,500 in value, and tools of a
trade or business property used in earning the family income were
not counted.

Nonfinancial Eligibility Standards

People could qualify for benefits only as part of a "food stamp
household." 1In general terms, a food stamp household consisted

of an individual who lived alone or who lived with others but
usually purchased and prepared food separately; and groups of
individuals who lived, purchkased food, and prepared meals
together. A parent or parents, under 60 years of age and living
with their children, were counted as a single household regardless
of their food preparation practices. Also, an individual 60 years
or older (and spouse) who was unable to purchase and prepare meals
due to a permanent disability may constitute a separate household
provided such individual lived with others whose income did not

1Separate income limits were computed for Alaska and Hawaii. See
appendix B for the full array for each household size.
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exceed 165 percent of the poverty level. Some restrictions were
placed on the participation of aliens, students, strikers, and
residents of institutions. The income, resources, and deductible
expenses of all persons in the food stamp household were counted to
determine the household's eligibility for benefits.

The Food Stamp Program included several provisions to encourage
able-bodied participants to seek and hold jobs. With certain
exceptions, physically and mentally fit food stamp participants
had to register for and accept suitable employment. The
exceptions to this work registration requirement included:

o People under 18 or over 60 years of age.
o Physically or mentally disabled people.
o People participating in AFDC's work incentive program (WIN).

o Caretakers of dependent children less than 6 years old or
incapacitated adults.

o People receiving unemployment compensation.

o Participants in drug addiction or alcoholic treatment and
rehabilitation programs.

(o] People who were working at least 30 hours per week.
o Selected types of students.

An active job search was required of some work registrants.
Furthermore, applicant households whose primary wage earner

voluntarily quit a job without good cause were made ineligible
for 60 days.

Benefit Computation

The maximum amount of food stamps a household could receive was
equal to the cost of the TFP in June 1984, adjusted for household
size. The maximum allotments are revised periodically to reflect
changes in the cost of foods included in the TFP. The maximum
allotment for a family of four in the 48 contiguous States and
the District of Columbia was $264 per month beginning No%gmber 1,
1984, and remaining effective through September 30, 1985-.

T - — — —— — ——— — = — —- - —— T — Gm, = S G —

lSeparate plans were developed for selected outlying areas. The
maximum coupon allotment for each household size in the 48

States and the District of Columbia, and outlying areas is shown
in appendix D.



The food stamp benefit issued to each household was based on the
number of people in the household and the amount of net income
available after subtracting the allowable deductions. Monthly
benefits were equal to the maximum coupon allotment for that
household less 30 percent of its net income. Benefits were
prorated to the date of application during the initial month of
participation. All one- and two-person households that qualified

for the program, however, were guaranteed a minimum benefit of at
least $10 per month.

FOOD_STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPATION AND COSTS

Participation in the Food Stamp Program declined slightly between
Fiscal Years 1981 and 1982. By late 1982 participation had begun
to increase, reaching an historic high level of 22.6 million
persons in March 1983. This peak was followed by a relatively
steady decline in the number of food stamp recipients. With the
exception of seasonal increases during winter months, this
decrease in participation continued through September 1985, at
which point 19.3 million persons were participating in the Food
Stamp Program (see Figure 1l). This was the lowest level of
participation in the 50 States and District of Columbia since
January 1980. Between Fiscal Years 1984 and 1985, the average

monthly participation declined 4.6 percent from 20.8 to 19.9
million persons,

The reduced number of participants and the higher allotments
combined to keep total program costs virtually unchanged between
Fiscal Years 1984 and 1985. The maximum allotment for a family
of four increased 4.3 percent, from $253 to $264, between the two
fiscal years. Total Federal costs in Fiscal Year 1985 were $11.7
billion, of which $10.7 billion were issued in benefits. The
amount of food stamp benefits issued in Fiscal Year 1985
increased by 0.4 percent, or $48 million from Fiscal Year 1984.
Other program costs, which include State administrative expenses,
increased $74 million from $899 million in Fiscal Year 1984 to
$973 million in Fiscal Year 1985.

In the summer of 1985, average monthly program costs were about
$944 million of which $863 million were in the form of benefits.
Program data additionally indicate that per person benefits in
the summer of 1985 averaged $44.67.



FIGURE 1

FOOD STAMP PROGRAM AVERAGE MONTHLY PARTICIPATION
CALENDAR YEAR 1981-1985, BY QUARTER
(IN MILLIONS)

FSP PARTICIPATION
23 r

22 r

21

20

19 —-

CY 1981-1985
SOURCE: FSP STATISTICAL SUMMARY OF OPERATIONS

NOTE: PARTICIPATION IN PUERTO RICO IS EXCLUDED.



AN OVERVIEW OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS THROUGH 1985

The recession, which began in 1981 and continued through early
1983, was followed by a very rapid, strong recovery beginning in
late 1983 (see Table 1). The unemployment rate declined from a
high of 10.7 percent in November and December 1982 to 8.2 percent
in December 1983. By August 1985, the unemployment rate had
dropped to 7.1 percent (see Figure 2). The poverty rate
increased from 1981 to 1983, but then declined from 15.2 percent
in 1983 to 14.0 percent in 1985 (see Table 2).

Inflation dropped significantly from 1981 to 1982 and continued
to decline through 1985. Reductions in the inflation rate
restrained growth in the cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP).
While the cost of the TFP for a family of four increased

11 percent from September 1979 to September 1980, the TFP's cost

from Fiscal Years 1981-1985 increased an average of approximately
3 percent a year.



Table 1

Major Economic Indicators, 1981-1985
(Average annual rates in percent)

Economic Indicator 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985
Real @GP increase?P 1.9  -2.5% 3.6% 6.4%  2.7%
Productivity increase®:C 1.0 -0.6 3.3 1.8 0.5
Unemployment rated 7.6 9.7 9.6 7.5 7.2
Inflation rate?r€ 9.7 6.4 3.9 3.8 3.3
Interest ratesf 14.2 13.8 12.0 12.7  11.4

Source: Economic Report of the President, January 1987.
3pata for the national income product accounts reflect the

comprehensive revision (from the prior 1972 base to a 1982 base)
made by the Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.

brable B-2.
CChange in output per hour, nonfarm business sector, table B-44.
da11 civilian workers, table B-31.

€Change in implicit price deflator for gross national product,
table B-3.

fCorporat:e Aaa bond yield, table B-68.
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FIGURE 2

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE FOR ALL CIVILIANS
QUARTERLY AVERAGE CALENDAR YEARS 1981-1985
(DATA SEASONALLY ADJUSTED)

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE
11[-

P

10

CY 1981-1985
SOURCE: BLS




Table 2

Poverty Status of All Persons, 1981-85
(Nurbers in thousands)

1981 1982 1983 1984 1985

Nunber below 100 percent of poverty 31,822 34,398 35,303 33,700 33,064
Percentage of total population 14.0% 15.0% 15.2% 14.4% 14.0%

Nurber below 125 percent of poverty 43,748 46,520 47,150 45,288 44,166
Percentage of total population 19.3% 20.3% 20.3% 19.4% 18.7%

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports,
Series P-60, No. 154, Money Income and Poverty Status of
Families and Persons in the United States; 1985 (Advance

Data from the March 1986 Current Population Survey),
Washington, D.C., 1986.
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CHAPTER 2: CHARACTERISTICS OF FOOD STAMP BOUSEHOLDS

Slightly more than 19.3 million people in 7.1 milliﬁp households
received food stamp benefits in the summer of 1985.* This chapter
addresses basic questions about the characteristics of these
households by looking at their income, deductions, benefits,
assets, and household composition in some detail. The results
presented here portray a cross section of the program's caseload.
Most of the information in this chapter deals with characteristics
of the entire food stamp household. In some cases, however,
characteristics of individual participants are also presented.
Additional information about each topic can be found in the
detailed tabulations of Chapter 4.

GROSS _MONTHLY INCOME

The average gross income of all participating households in the 50
States and the District of Columbia was $398 per month. Seven
percent reported no gross income in the summer of 1985; about 59
percent reported a monthly income of less than $400 (see Figure 3).
Only 16 percent had monthly gross income of $600 or more.

The distribution of gross income was heavily influenced by the
large number of small households in the program. Nearly one-half
of all the households with income below $400 were single-person
households. About 90 percent of all single-person households had
an income below $400, compared to just 19 percent of those with

at least six members. There were several reasons for this pattern.
The food stamp income eligibility limits vary with household

size, making small households ineligible at lower incomes than
large households. Transfer payments from other welfare programs
also tend to increase with household size.

The information reported here and in Chapter 4 is limited to
summer 1985 food stamp participants in the 50 States and the
District of Columbia. There were an additional 49,000
participants in Guam and the Virgin Islands. Puerto Rico, which
until July 1982 had participated in the Food Stamp Program, served
approximately 1.5 million participants through its Nutrition
Assistance Program. On a smaller scale, the Northern Mariana
Islands also participate in a block grant program.

21¢ should be noted that the statistics reported in this and
subsequent sections are based on information recorded in food
stamp casefiles by State eligibility workers. These figures
have not been corrected for possible underreporting or
nonreporting of income.
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