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Abstract

This report develops an accounting tool for measuring how the average
benefit amount in the U.S. Food Stamp Program is affected by each major
component of the rules that determine the benefit level.  This tool is used
to compare the benefits received by different subpopulations, distinguished
by poverty level, demographic makeup, household size, and region of the
country.  This simple decomposition complements more complex tools,
such as microsimulation methods, which help policy analysts understand
and evaluate the effects of detailed Food Stamp Program regulations. 
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Summary

This report develops an accounting tool for measuring how the average benefit amount in the
U.S. Food Stamp Program is affected by each major component of the food stamp benefit for-
mula.  This formula is the set of rules that the Federal Government uses to determine the
amount of program benefits available to each participating household, based on income and
other characteristics.  Using this formula, $16 billion in food stamp benefits were distributed
in 1999, providing food assistance to more than 18 million low-income Americans.

The Federal Government chooses a benefit level such that benefits plus a proportion of cash
resources suffice to purchase a certain bundle of foods, defined in the Government’s Thrifty
Food Plan.  In general, each eligible household receives the maximum benefit based on its
household size, minus 30 percent of net income.  Net income equals the household’s total
cash income from earnings, welfare, and other sources, minus certain allowable deductions.
If the allowable deductions exceed total cash income, net income is simply zero.  There is
also a minimum benefit of $10 for households with one or two members.  The effects of the
maximum benefit, the minimum benefit, cash income, and deductions interact in a complex
way, so it is useful to have a tool for quantifying these effects.

Food Stamp Program Quality Control data from USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service are used
in this report to study the national food stamp population in 1998.  Using these data, the aver-
age monthly food stamp benefit per person ($69.25) may be expressed as the sum of the aver-
age maximum benefit per person ($112.70) plus four main component effects, which may be
positive or negative: an income effect (-$89.27), a deductions effect ($50.35), a maximum
benefit effect ($-6.78), and a minimum benefit effect ($2.25).  

Using this accounting tool, this report compares and analyzes the benefits received by food
stamp participants with different poverty levels.  Average per person benefits do not decrease
as steeply with income as one might expect from a simple reading of the official benefit for-
mula, which has a benefit reduction rate of 30 percent.  Near-poor households, with cash
income between 100 percent and 130 percent of the poverty guideline, receive more deduc-
tions than do very poor households, with cash income below 50 percent of the poverty guide-
line.  

Likewise, near-poor households have their average benefits raised by $17 due to the minimum
benefit rule, while very poor households receive no help from this rule.  These effects partial-
ly offset the income effect, which produces lower benefits for near-poor households in com-
parison to very poor households.

The report makes similar comparisons for subpopulations distinguished by demographic
makeup, household size, and region of the country.  The simple decomposition developed
here complements more complex tools, such as microsimulation methods, which help policy
analysts understand and evaluate the effects of detailed Food Stamp Program regulations.
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