
The 1996 welfare reform law ushered in a long-
overdue modernization of the decades-old
dysfunctional welfare entitlement system.  Over
the past six years, most states have taken full
advantage of the flexibility afforded to them by the
1996 legislation to transform the culture of welfare
offices and reorient government services toward
the goal of promoting and supporting work.

The welfare revolution has, however, largely
bypassed the federal food stamp program.  When
Congress quietly reauthorized food stamps for
another five years in this spring’s farm bill, it missed
a critical opportunity to bring the program up to
date, strengthen its role as a safety net for the poor,
and recast it for the needs of working families.
Although the farm bill simplified the program in a
number of important, albeit incremental, ways, food
stamps will likely continue to fall far short of their
potential as a vital work support absent some
serious change.

It is not too late for Congress to take up the
challenge of food stamp reform.  The House version
of the welfare reform reauthorization bill contains
several provisions targeted at the program that may
provide legislators with a window for revisiting the
food stamps’ mission.

This remaining opportunity to overhaul food
stamps is one that Congress should not pass up.
Still relatively untouched by the 1996 law, the
program today stands as a relic of welfare as we
once knew it.  As such, it is out of touch with the
new work-based model of social services delivery
now prevailing in every state.   In the post-reform
world of welfare, the architecture of the food stamp
program is a misfit because:

� The program penalizes work and savings.
Welfare reform transformed the mission of
welfare from income support to work support.
Food stamps, however, failed to make that
transition and instead retained some of the

worst features of the discarded regime.  Like
the old welfare program, food stamps
discourage work by phasing out benefits
quickly as income rises; every dollar earned
equals a 24-cent loss in benefits.1  The program’s
eligibility guidelines also set unrealistically low
limits on asset accumulation, thereby
discouraging savings.  Aside from a family car,
eligible families are limited to no more than
$2,000 in assets.2

� It was designed primarily for the dependent
poor, not low-wage workers making a
transition into self-sufficiency.   The program’s
cumbersome application process and continual
reporting requirements were designed with a
static, non-working base of beneficiaries in mind.
For working-poor families, compliance with the
program is extremely burdensome.  In fact,
studies estimate that administrative burdens
may deter as many as 14 percent of eligible
families from enrolling.3

� It is hopelessly bureaucratic.  Guidelines for
eligibility and benefits determination are complex
and ill-suited to the needs of working families.
Determining eligibility requires two separate
income tests (and involves the application of a
half-dozen separate income deductions), creating
needless complications for working families with
irregular income.  Strict federal oversight also
inhibits states from attempting to modernize the
program or experiment with service delivery.
Moreover, an almost obsessive federal focus on
payment compliance and fraud detection
distracts states from working toward what
should be the true mission of the program, which
is reducing hunger and poverty.

As a consequence, food stamps represent
the quintessential “leaky bucket.”  In fiscal 2000,
administration expenses accounted for approxi-
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mately $2.1 billion—or 12 percent—of the
total cost of the program, which was $17.1
billion.  According to the USDA, the aver-
age monthly administrative cost per case
in 1998 was $36, in comparison to an aver-
age monthly food stamp benefit per case of
$171.4  In contrast, administrative expenses
accounted for just 1.6 percent of the total
cost of the Social Security program in fiscal
2001.5

� It is “welfare.”  Because its roots are in the
old welfare system, food stamps embody the
now-tainted values that were so decisively
rejected by welfare reform—passivity,
dependence, and a belief in the long-term
effectiveness of government transfers in
eradicating poverty.  Working families do not
want to rely on “welfare,” and indeed as
many as 7 percent to 10 percent of eligible
families cite the stigma of the program as a
reason for their non-participation.6  Despite
some prior attempts to recast food stamps
as “work support,” the program, as
structured, does not and cannot fulfill this
function.7

As a consequence, the food stamp program
is now failing in its historic role as an important
safety net for the poor, especially for poor
working families.  Perhaps the most telling
symptom of the program’s growing obsolescence
is the declining participation rate among eligible
families, which dropped from 74 percent to 57
percent between 1994 and 1999.8  Among eligible
working families, the 1999 participation rate was
only 43 percent.9

Unlike the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) program, where caseload
declines arguably document the success of
welfare reform, the drop in food stamp cases is
instead symptomatic of the basic flaws in the
program.  Thousands of eligible families, all of
whom have net incomes below the federal
poverty line and many of whom are working,
are going without this much-needed support.
According to the USDA, about 37 percent of
households below the poverty line and nearly
one-third of female-headed households with
children were “food insecure” in 2000—
meaning they were unable to afford, or unsure

of being able to afford, enough food to meet
the basic needs of their families.10  In addition,
nearly 13 percent of households in poverty
were periodically hungry.11

Despite its flaws, the food stamp program
can and should play an important role in but-
tressing the work-based social policy created
by welfare reform and meeting the nutritional
needs of poor families.  Many former welfare
recipients work either part-time or at very low
wages, which means that though they have left
welfare, they have not left poverty.  A modern-
ized, accessible food stamp program for work-
ing families can help secure the independence
of working welfare leavers and, at least, en-
sure that they are not worse off than before.

Although the recently passed farm bill con-
tained a variety of important provisions that
do improve the program—such as the restora-
tion of benefits to legal immigrants—most of
the law’s provisions involve marginal bureau-
cratic fixes that fail to address the program’s
fundamental flaws.12

 Some Republicans have proposed more
radical fixes in the context of the debate over
TANF reauthorization.  The Bush administra-
tion, for example, favors a “superwaiver” that
would permit states to consolidate food stamp
money with other federal funding streams and
waive many of the program’s accounting and
other requirements at the discretion of the
USDA and other affected agencies.  Republi-
cans in the House, meanwhile, successfully
added a provision to TANF reauthorization leg-
islation13 that permits a limited number of states
to opt for a food stamp block grant rather than
continuing to participate in the current program.
Although these proposals have the virtue of pro-
viding states with maximum flexibility to ad-
minister nutrition assistance programs, they
also share a common flaw: the lack of suffi-
cient federal standards to provide accountabil-
ity for states and guarantee that the block grant
achieves its national goals.  Moreover, both of
these proposals give executive branch agencies
virtually unlimited discretion to skirt the will
of Congress by waiving statute-mandated pro-
gram features.

 Any attempt to reform food stamps must
ensure that the program can adequately serve
two missions: first, to provide a safety net for
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the truly dependent poor—the elderly, disabled,
and children—and second, to make work pay
for working families.  But the gulf between these
two purposes points to the inevitable conclu-
sion that a one-size-fits-all solution is impos-
sible.  As the program’s current difficulties il-
lustrate, an entitlement program geared to the
dependent poor is a bad match for the needs
of working families.  On the other hand, while
a block grant or similar approach could ben-
efit working families, eliminating the food
stamp entitlement could ultimately mean that
many vulnerable individuals fall through the
cracks without recourse.

The Progressive Policy Institute (PPI) there-
fore proposes that Congress split the current
food stamp program into two separate com-
ponents:

(1) A “safety net” program for disabled, elderly,
and other dependent poor individuals,
which would be a modern, streamlined
version of the current food stamp program;
and

(2) A flexible, performance-based grant
dedicated to providing nutritional assistance
to working-poor families.

Though some may argue that food stamps
have no relevance in the post-welfare reform
world, the struggles of working-poor families
make it clear that food stamps can and should
have an important role in ensuring that families
with a full-time worker do not live in poverty or
with hunger.  Indeed, according to many
policymakers, food stamps, child care, and the
earned income tax credit represent the “three-
legged stool” of work supports critical to
sustaining the self-sufficiency of working-poor
families.  To ensure that the food stamp program
achieves this purpose, it is critical that its mission
and structure be realigned with the work-based
vision of social policy instituted by welfare
reform.

The Left and Food Stamp Reform

Advocates on the political left have reacted to
the approximately 40 percent drop in food stamp
caseloads since 1994 with two broad sets of

proposals:  (1) improving outreach to eligible
families and (2) reforming the quality control
system by which the federal government
monitors state payment compliance.  They argue
that the decline in food stamp participation is
attributable to the following principal causes:  (a)
a lack of knowledge by welfare leavers of their
continuing eligibility for food stamps, (b) the
failure of states to actively enroll leavers, (c)
administrative hassles associated with applying
for food stamps (e.g., complex forms,
inconvenient office hours, burdensome
documentation requirements), and (d) a
misguided quality control (QC) system that
rewards or penalizes states for payment errors
relative to the average performance of all states.14

Most of the liberal ire, in fact, is aimed at the
QC system, which critics charge discourages
states from enrolling working families (whose
incomes are irregular and therefore more prone
to cause payment errors) and encourages states
to keep caseloads low.15

The liberal critique of food stamps is valid
in many respects; applying for food stamps is
not only cumbersome but also degrading, and
in some states, it is obvious that fraud detection
is a higher priority than nutrition assistance.  For
example, according to a well-publicized study
conducted in 2000 by America’s Second
Harvest, the average length of a state food stamp
application is 12 pages, and 10 states have
applications that are between 19 pages and 28
pages long.16  The study also found that the vast
majority of applications request unnecessary
details, such as income from “panhandling,
bingo, and plasma donation,”17 and many
applications threaten jail time for incorrect
responses.  And although states now have the
option of relaxing recertification requirements,
families must still appear in person at the food
stamp office at least annually to continue
receiving benefits.  Despite the heroic efforts of
the QC system to eliminate payment errors,
only 75 percent of food stamp households
receive the correct benefit amount.18

 Although the solutions proposed by the left
are the correct programmatic responses to the
issues they raise, they nonetheless address the
wrong problem.  Perhaps in fear of opening the
door to a challenge of the program’s basic
structure as an entitlement, most liberals appear
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content to tinker at its bureaucratic margins
rather than rethink it altogether.  It is encouraging,
however, that liberals have updated their
rhetoric, recasting food stamps as a “work
support” for poor families.

Unfortunately, the food stamp program has
historically never served as a work support and
does not truly serve as one today.  It is an old-
style welfare program, and no amount of QC
reform will make the program more attractive
to working families.  Unlike child care, trans-
portation assistance, or health insurance, food
stamps are not essential in order to get or main-
tain a job, and lack of access to food stamps,
unlike lack of access to child care or transporta-
tion, is not a barrier to employment.  In fact, the
majority of food stamp recipients do not work.
In fiscal 2000, only 27 percent of all households
receiving food stamps reported earnings.19  Fur-
ther, unlike the EITC, food stamps are not con-
ditioned on work; they do not “make work pay.”

The program is also highly paternalistic—an
attitude very much at odds with the spirit of
welfare reform, which sought to instill recipients
with the dignity and self-determination that
comes with work and personal responsibility.  A
true “work support” would shore up this
independence, yet the current food stamp
program undermines it.  The program mistrusts
the ability of working families to allocate their
income as they see fit,20 and the strictures of its
administration serve only to reinforce the
assumption that low-income families would
willingly defraud the government, given the
chance.

Liberals are correct that an efficient food
stamp program should include a sensible
mechanism for federal oversight of program
administration.  But turning food stamps into
an actual work support will require changes that
go far beyond rhetoric.

The Right and Food Stamp Reform

Advocates on the left, clinging to the status quo,
may be focusing on the wrong problem, but on
the other hand, many conservatives offer the
wrong answers. Although they recognize the
fundamental misfit between the food stamp
program and work-based social policy, their

solution is to shoehorn food stamps into the
TANF structure by imposing separate work
requirements on food stamp recipients or by
eliminating the barriers between food stamps
and other federal programs—as both the
superwaiver and block grant proposals would
do.  Some conservatives, of course, would
simply do away with the program altogether.

Some of the shortcomings of the conserva-
tive approach are evident in the outcome of work
requirements imposed on food stamp recipients
during welfare reform.  At the behest of Repub-
licans, the 1996 law included provisions limiting
food stamp receipt by non-working able-bodied
adults without dependents (so-called “ABAWDs”)
to three months within any 36-month period.  Un-
der this provision, ABAWDs could continue to
receive benefits only if they spent at least 20
hours a week either working or participating in
workfare or other “qualifying activities.”

But because the vast majority of food stamp
recipients are disabled, elderly, children, or
single parents and are already subject to work
requirements under TANF, ABAWDs made up
only 2.5 percent of food stamp participants as
of March 2000.21  Of these, only about one-half
satisfied the work mandate,22 despite a
comparatively vast amount of resources spent
by the USDA on administration of the work
requirements and on employment and training
programs.  Although work requirements may
be very effective in the context of welfare, which
serves a fairly homogenous base of (mostly) able-
bodied single mothers, work requirements under
food stamps are both largely meaningless and
a waste of administrative resources.

The diversity of the food stamp caseload,
in comparison to TANF, also means that
converting the entire program into a block grant
is undesirable.  In 2000, 51 percent of food
stamp recipients were children, 10 percent
were elderly, and another 10 percent were
disabled non-elderly adults.23  Eliminating the
food stamp entitlement for these individuals
would remove a critical safety net; under poor
economic conditions or state budgetary crises,
the most vulnerable are often the first to suffer.
Even in the absence of bad economic times,
unconditional block grants offer states a strong
temptation to supplant state dollars with federal
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ones or to reprioritize their spending in such a
way that the dependent poor fall through the
cracks.  A compassionate society should not
allow those who cannot work to be stripped of
a critical entitlement.

Another pitfall of an unconditional food
stamp block grant or a superwaiver is lack of
accountability.  In the worst-case scenario, food
stamp funding could become an amorphous
funding stream used willy-nilly by states to
supplement other social services, but without
guaranteed results and with the utter loss of the
original mission of the program—nutrition as-
sistance.  Although a very carefully constructed
block grant or superwaiver could go far to help
states streamline eligibility determinations,
eliminate redundancies in reporting require-
ments, and improve access to services, the pro-
posals currently put forward by Republicans
do not contain enough safeguards to ensure
these outcomes.  While proposals from the left
may not go far enough, these conservative pro-
posals perhaps cut too deep.

A Proposal for Reform

Fixing food stamps will not be easy.  The
program is well protected by powerful political
constituencies resistant to change and by its own
administrative inertia.  Nevertheless, sensible
reform of the food stamp program is an urgent
concern.  As the program continues to wither, it
becomes increasingly vulnerable to attack,
especially from conservatives whose notion of
“reforming” the program is to dismantle it
altogether.

Food stamps are worthy of both reform and
expansion.  The program has tremendous
potential to become a critical work support for
millions of households and can provide a needed
crutch for many more families now struggling
in poverty.  Fixing food stamps will require
preserving and embedding the program’s best
features in a wholly rebuilt infrastructure.  PPI
proposes the following set of reforms, the goals
of which are to preserve and modernize the basic
safety net while also creating a new and flexible
program targeted exclusively toward working
families.

1.  Modernize the “Old” Program

The first step in food stamp reform is to
prune its overgrown bureaucracy.  PPI proposes
a streamlined, targeted food stamp program
with the following features:

� Categorical eligibility and standardized
benefits for Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) and TANF recipients and the elderly
poor.  Beginning in 1999, states were
permitted to grant automatic eligibility for
food stamps to recipients of TANF and other
means-tested programs funded primarily
through TANF or state maintenance-of-effort
funds.  Households in which all members
receive TANF, SSI, or in some places, state-
funded “general assistance,” are also
presumptively eligible for food stamps.
Categorical eligibility eliminates the need for
dual applications, which increases both
administrative efficiency and participation
rates.  (For example, the food stamp
participation rate for TANF recipients is
nearly universal.24)  Providing for categorical
eligibility also limits the number of applicants
who must undergo the current program’s
complex eligibility determination process.

Likewise, states should be allowed to
expand categorical eligibility to other recipi-
ents of means-tested or disabilities benefits
programs, such as state-funded disability
programs or benefits to disabled veterans.
Categorical eligibility should also be offered
to elderly Social Security recipients whose
benefit levels and tax returns indicate that
their annual incomes are below 130 percent
of the federal poverty line, regardless of their
assets.25  Categorical eligibility would greatly
expand access to food stamps for the eligible
elderly poor.  Of this group, only about one-
third are currently participating in food
stamps.26  To further ease access, Congress
should allow elderly recipients to “opt in”
to food stamps when applying for Social Se-
curity, as South Carolina and several other
states have done on a pilot basis, rather than
requiring a separate, in-person interview at
the food stamp office.
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Congress should also increase and
standardize benefits to eliminate the various
deductions and calculations required to
determine benefit levels.  Currently, food
stamp benefits are determined in reference
to the USDA’s “Thrifty Food Plan,” which
presents an unrealistic budget (and
unrealistic menus).27  Congress and the
USDA should rely on historical assistance
data and updated research to devise a new
and simpler benefits scale that does not rely
on a complex system of income deductions.28

Increasing the minimum benefit (now only
$10) will also help draw in more elderly poor
applicants, who may not currently consider
their expected benefit to be worth the hassle
of applying.

� Elimination of separate work requirements
for ABAWDs.  The work requirements
currently embedded in the food stamp
program apply to very few recipients—
barely 2.5 percent of the caseload—and have
not proven effective in increasing self-
sufficiency.  Given that TANF work
requirements already reach the vast majority
of food stamp recipients who are capable of
work, separate work requirements in food
stamps makes little sense.  It is also
unnecessary for the USDA to expend
resources on employment, training, and job-
search services when other agencies have
already created an infrastructure to deliver
these services and are more experienced in
doing so.  Congress should eliminate this
mandate.

� Preservation of entitlement for children,
disabled, and elderly recipients; time-
limited eligibility for TANF recipients
subject to work requirements and working-
poor adults.   Food stamps should remain
an entitlement only for those unlikely to be
weaned from government dependence and
for those whom a compassionate society
should support—that is, children, the
disabled, and the elderly.  As with TANF,
the food stamp program should require
those who can work to do so, although not
through explicit work requirements

redundant of those imposed by TANF.
Instead, for TANF recipients, “basic” food
stamp eligibility and receipt should run
concurrently with their eligibility for and
receipt of federal TANF benefits.29

After the expiration of time limits or after
a food stamp recipient leaves TANF, food
stamp leavers should be “graduated” into
the new nutrition assistance program that
PPI proposes for working families—one that
is not time-limited and makes work pay.

� State option to cash out benefits.  Much of
the food stamp program’s administrative
apparatus—the electronic benefit transfer
(EBT) system, the QC system, and various
other efforts to detect trafficking and
fraud30—is devoted to ensuring that program
benefits be spent only on food purchases.
Although nutrition assistance is the principal
mission of food stamps, and while
experiments with “cashed-out” benefits have
found that recipients are less likely to spend
the allowance on food,31 states should
nonetheless be given the option to cash out
basic food stamp benefits if they believe that
money would be a more effective and
efficient way to achieve the goals of the
program.

Cashed-out subsidies could, for example,
eliminate the problem of trafficking (i.e.,
using food stamps for cash) and may further
lessen the program’s stigma.  Although most
states now deliver food stamps via Electronic
Benefit Transfer (EBT), recipients are not
anonymous when they produce their benefits
cards.  Cashed-out benefits would not,
however, require states to dismantle the EBT
systems now in place. The federal
government is already moving toward
electronic delivery of all federal benefits, and
should be able either to adapt the EBT system
for cash or consolidate the food stamp EBT
system with other electronic benefits delivery
mechanisms so that the EBT card functions
like an ATM card.32

A dedicated food benefit is also at odds
with the underlying philosophy of post-
welfare reform social policy, which puts a
premium on individual responsibility and
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self-determination.  Poor families, like
wealthier ones, should be allowed to allocate
their income as they see fit, free from
government micro-management.  And
realistically, real “abuse” of benefits is
unlikely.  Although some families may
indeed use less of a cashed-out food stamp
benefit on food, that money is likely to go
instead to housing, utility payments, car
repairs, child care, medical emergencies or
other critical expenses—rather than be
“wasted” on luxuries.

� Maintain full federal funding of benefits
and cost-sharing for administrative
expenses.   For the basic entitlement
program, Congress should maintain the
current funding scheme, under which the
federal government pays 100 percent of the
cost of benefits, and the federal government
and the states share equally in administrative
expenses.  Under a bifurcated food stamp
program like that proposed by PPI, the QC
system (with the fixes included in the farm
bill) is likely to prove far less burdensome
than it has been in recent years, especially if
benefits are revamped and standardized.

2.  Create a new nutrition assistance
program for working families

The second part of food stamp reform is to
create a new program targeted toward the
families who are now ill-served: the working-
poor.  PPI envisions a flexible, performance-
based program with the following elements:

� Performance-based grants with funding
contingent on improvement of program
access for eligible families and reductions
in working family poverty, food insecurity,
and hunger.  The purpose of the food stamp
program is to reduce the prevalence of
hunger and poverty among American
families.  But the program has drifted from
this goal.  Payment compliance and fraud
detection have perhaps become equally
important—or perhaps paramount—
concerns.  The most effective way to refocus

the food stamps program back to its original
mission is to center performance goals
explicitly in that direction, and reward or
penalize states based on their achievement
of these set goals.   This structure would
ensure that the program remains true to its
original purpose, while also providing states
with the flexibility to experiment.

PPI proposes three measures of
performance: (a) the “access” rate among
eligible working-poor families, (b) a
demonstrated decrease in food insecurity
and hunger among eligible families, and (c)
reductions in working family poverty (with
“poverty” defined to include the effect of
program benefits).  Full funding should be
conditioned on whether states achieve
continuing progress on at least two out of
three of these measures, and Congress
should set ambitious but realistic targets for
improvement on each of these fronts (e.g.,
by requiring that states improve program
participation rates by 5 percent a year over
the next five years33 or decrease food
insecurity among eligible households by 2
percent a year).  States that fail to reach
performance targets should be penalized
with a loss of up to 5 percent in federal
funding and required to make up the loss
with additional state spending.  (In other
words, failure to reach performance targets
would trigger a “maintenance of effort”
requirement on the part of states.)  States
that exceed performance targets, on the other
hand, should be rewarded with monetary
bonuses.

� Flexible use of funds.  To achieve these new
performance standards, Congress should
grant states plenty of flexibility to devise new
initiatives aimed at achieving the program’s
goals.  The record of welfare reform amply
demonstrates the success of a program
model that couples broad-based performance
goals with state flexibility, and there is every
reason to believe that a revamped nutrition
assistance program based on the TANF model
could be equally as successful.  Congress
should, however, ensure that states’ efforts are
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sufficiently tailored to improve families’ access
to food and nutrition.  In other words, grant
money should not be used to provide child
care, health insurance, or housing.

Allowable uses might include the
following:  (a) a “traditional” food stamp
program targeted exclusively at working
families, provided that states eliminate or
drastically increase asset limits, streamline
eligibility determinations, and issue benefits
on par with or above the current levels in
that state; (b) a cashed-out wage subsidy
(similar to a monthly state or local EITC) or
a “nutrition tax credit,” like that proposed
by some researchers;34 (c) nutrition education
programs;35 (d) competitive grant assistance
to public/private food banks and pantries;36

or (e) commodities-based food distribution
programs (e.g., distribution of agricultural
surplus products).  To ensure that the
majority of funds are spent on direct
assistance to families, state spending on (c),
(d), and (e) should be limited to a set
percentage of funding (e.g., no more than 20
percent in the aggregate).

� Initial funding based on historic benefit
levels and projected number of eligible
families.  Funding should be generous and
assume that states will be able to reach “full
capacity” on participation rates.  One
potential funding formula would simply be
to multiply, for each state, the historic
average benefit level per recipient in that
state times 75 percent of the number of
eligible participants in the state.   Because

the food stamp program tends to be more
sensitive to economic cycles than TANF,
funding levels should be readjusted at least
every two years or in the event of a recession.

� A rigorous evaluation requirement.
Congress should require states to set aside
a small portion of their funding for research
and evaluation, as well as provide additional
funding for a national evaluation of the
program’s success.  Rigorous evaluation of
new programs will be critical in determining
best practices and ensuring that state efforts
under the new program are effective.

� A “rebranding” of the program.  To signal
this program’s decisive break from its past,
Congress should not label the working
families nutrition assistance program as
“food stamps.”  Rebranding the program
under a different name will also help attract
the participation of working families who
would otherwise be leery of food stamps and
the stigma attached to that program.37

Conclusion

Current political realities along with six
decades of bureaucratic entrenchment will no
doubt constrain the extent to which reform is
achievable this year.  Nevertheless, Congress
should be unafraid to engage in a bold debate
about the past, present, and future of food
stamps.  Food stamp reform is an opportunity
that Congress should not miss to expand the
social policy revolution begun in 1996.
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