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ABSTRACT

The paper examines how well the Food Stamp Program services households in non-metropolitan
areas. It concudesthat, overdl, the programisat least as successful at serving low income householdsin
non-metro asin metro aress. Participation rates among program-eligible households are higher in non-
metro thanin metro areas. Recent nationd declinesin participation rates arefound to have occurred largely
in metro areas. Survey data suggest that rates of satisfaction with the program are rdaively high overal
and are a least as high among non-metro households as they are among householdsliving in metro aress.



A. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is a federaly-administered assistance program and has, since its
inception, had ahigh degree of uniformity initsadminigration. Given thet the programisso centrdized and
serves apredominantly urban population, an important question is how successfully the program meetsthe
specid needs of rurd low-income populations. This paper seeksto addressthisissue by examining rura-
urban differences in characterigtics of FSP participants, FSP participation rates, and experiences of low-
income populationswith the FSP. In doing o, it aso contributesto the policy debate on the wider question
of how best to Structure assstance programs  when different geographic areas have different needs.

We find that overadl the FSP serves rurd populations at least as well as urban populations. The
participation rate--the proportion of persons digible for food stamps who receive them--is higher in rurd
areas than in urban areas. While the food stamp casdload has fdlen since 1994 in both rurd and urban
areas, thesharp declinein participation rates that occurred is an urban phenomenon. Whilethe fal in the
urban FSP casdloads is due to both afal in the number of people digible for the program and the rate at
which eligible people participate in the program, the fal in the rural FSP casdoads can be fully explained
by thefdl in the number of people digible for the program in those aress.

Evidence from both survey and focus groups suggests that somewheat different issues face rura and
urban low-income populations in the decison whether to participate in the FSP. In rurd aress, lack of
information about eigibility for the program and information about where and how to apply are more
sgnificat barriers to participation than in urban areas. On the other hand, more complaints about
disrespectful and unhelpful caseworkersare heard in urban areasthan rurd ones. A picture emergesfrom
our dataof large impersona urban food stamp offices and smdler, more user-friendly, rurd offices. This
difference may explain at least some of the rurd-urbandifferencein participation rates. Inrura aress, the
case workersin the smaller offices may be more likely to ensure that people who are no longer eigible for
welfare benefits know that they may ill be digible for food stamps. We find no evidence that
transportation difficulties are an important deterrent to participation in either rura or urban aress.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We begin in the next section by providing some
background on the differences between the FSP and cash assi stance programs and how the programswere
treeted differently in the recent welfare reform legidation. Section C briefly describes our data sources.
Section D discusses how the low-income populations served by the FSP are quite different in rura and
urban areas. The differencesin FSP participation rates in rurd and urban areas are described in Section
E. Section F presents some evidence from a survey and focus groups on the different barriers to
participation in rura and urban areas. We end the paper with some conclusions.

B. BACKGROUND

Sincethe 1970s, food stamps and welfare have been two of the three cornerstones of America slow
income assistance policy (with the third being Medicaid). Interestingly, however, while the FSP and
welfare have usudly been administered in close coordination &t the loca leve, their overal structures and

adminigrative gpproaches at the federd and sate levels have been very different.
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Evenprior to wdfarereform, sates, and some counties, have been dlowed high degrees of autonomy
in setting mgjor parameters of their welfare systems. Even under the old Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) system, program benefit levels for smilar households could, and did, vary dramaticaly
across states, and gtates had sgnificant leeway in setting rules for determining such program parameters
as benefit levd, the countable income congtruct used in establishing igibility, and work requirements.

By contrast, sncethe 1970's, FSP palicies have been closdly set by federd |egidation and regulation.
The Code of Federal Regulations has more than 400 pages of very fine print, pecifying in minute detail
the programmetic and operations rules that states and local FSP offices must follow in determining and
issuing benefits under the program.

Thisdifferencein the level of federa control between the two programs reflected, at least in part, a
bdlief that the uniformity built into the FSP wasimportant becauseit provided apartid safety net withwhich
to mitigate potentid problems caused by date disparities in welfare. This safety net function is readily
goparent in available data on benefit levels. For atypicd AFDC family in states with relatively generous
welfare benefit levels, such as California, food stamp benefits amounted to less than one third of the
households combined AFDC and food slamp benefits, whilefor asmilar family inlow-AFDC gates, such
as Texas, food slamp benefits congtituted well over haf of the household’ s combined benefits (U.S. House
of Representatives 1998).

Inits ddiberations on wefare reform, the Congress explicitly decided to preserve the centralization
of the FSP while decentraizing the welfare sysem. The 1996 Persond Responsbility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) block-granted welfare, essentidly increasing the discretion
afforded to the statesin shaping their own welfare sysems. However, proposed legidation block-granting
food stamps was emphaticaly rgected. A reading of the policy debate from the time makesiit clear that
there was a desire by much of the policy community to mitigete any potentialy harmful effects of the
increased decentraization of welfare policy by retaining federa uniformity in the FSP.

This same tension remains very much present in the policy debate over assstance policiestoday. In
recent years, the states have regularly asked for more control over the FSP, in order to alow them to more
thoroughly integrate food ssampsand TANF policies, while policy makersat thefederd level havereacted
to these requests with considerable caution.

This paper contributes to this policy debate by examining how well the FSP servestwo quite different
low-income populations.

C. DATA SOURCES

We use data from four separate sources to compare how well the FSP serves rurd and urban
populations. Firgt, dataon the number and characteristics of FSP participants are obtained from program
adminigtrative data. Second, data onthe number of personsdigiblefor food samps are obtained from the
Current Population Surveys (CPS). Information on reasons for nonparticipation and experienceswith the
program was obtained both from a survey and from focus groups of low-income persons.
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Our estimates of the number and characteristics of food stamp participants are obtained from the Food
Stamp Program’s Quality Control (FSPQC) sample. The FSPQC is an ongoing review of food stamp
cases designed to detect payment errors. It is based on a nationd probability sample of about 50,000
participating food stamp households. These program data provide better estimates of participation than
do household survey data, because there is considerable under-reporting of program participation in
household surveys (Ross 1988; Trippe et d. 1992).

Our egtimates of the number and characteristics of households that are digible for food samps are
based on datafrom the March 1998 CPS. Thefood stamp dligibility of people and householdsinthe CPS
was s mulated using information on the demographic and economic characteristics of the household (Trippe
etd.1992).!

Both the FSPQC and CPS data use definitions of “urban” and “rurd” aggregated at the county level
and based on Office of Management and Budget definitions of Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAS).
However, as the FSPQC data do not include data on the place of residence of the food stamp household,
we define a household as “urban” if the locdl office that adminigters its food samp case is located in a
county thatisinan MSA. If the household' sfood stamp officeisoutsdean MSA, it isdefined asa“rurd”
household. The CPS defines a household as “urban” if its place of resdenceiswithin an MSA.

The National Food Stamp Survey (NFSS) was conducted in 1996 and 1997 for the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. It interviewed nationd probablility samples of morethan 2000
FSP participants and gpproximately 450 nonparticipantsto obtain information about their experienceswith
the program, aswell as on other issues. Results are presented in Ponza, et d. 1996 and Ohlset d. 1996.

As part of arecent sudy examining the reasonsfor low participation rates among working and el derly
people, Reaching the Working Poor and Poor Elderly (RWP&PE), 12 focus groups of ether food
samp participants (four groups) or low-income persons who did not participate in the program (eight
groups) were conducted.? The groupswere evenly divided between groups of ederly people and groups
of working people. The focus groups occurred in six Stes. Of these Six Sites, two were located in urban
areas (Bdtimore City, Maryland and Houston, Texas), two in suburban areas (around Batimore City,
Maryland and Eugene-Springfield, Oregon), and two in rura areas (Polk County, Texas and Lincoln
County, Oregon). The focus group discussons focused on barriers to participation, reasons why
nonparticipants chose not to participate, and reasons why participants could overcome the barriers to

participation.

Thismode was constructed under contract to the Food and Nutrition Service of the US Department
of Agriculture. Itisdiscussed inmore detail in Castner and Cody (1999), Cody and Castner (1999), and

Trippe, Doyle, and Asher (1992).
The design of, and findings from, the focus groups are discussed in Ponza and McConnell (1996).
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D. URBAN-RURAL DIFFERENCES IN THE CHARACTERISTICS OF FOOD STAMP
PARTICIPANTS

While the FSP serves a predominantly urban population, asignificant minority of recipientsliveinrurd
areas. Table 1 shows the average monthly number of households and individuas receiving food samps
infisca year 1998 and the average monthly vaue of food stamp benefitspaid out by the program. Just less
than one-quarter of food stamp participants (measured as either households or individua participants) live
inrurd areaswhilejust over three-quarters of food slamp participantslivein urban areas. About 77 percent
of dl food stamp benefitsare paid to peoplein urban areas and 23 percent of dl benefitsare paid to people
inrurd aress.

Rura and urban food stamp participants differ both in terms of demographic composition and
economic characterigtics (see Table 2). Rura households are less likely to contain children (54 percent
of food stamp households in rura areas contain children compared with 60 percent of food stamp
households in urban areas). In addition, urban food stamp households with children were more likely to
be single-parent househol ds as compared to rura food ssamp households. Rurd food stamp households
are more likely to contain an elderly person. Approximately 23 percent of food slamp householdsin rura
areas contain an ederly person compared with 17 percent in urban aress.

Theracid and ethnic compaosition of food stamp househol ds a so varies between urban and rurd aress.
The mgority (66 percent) of food stamp households in rural areas are White and not of Higpanic origin,
compared with only 39 percent of food slamp householdsin urban areas. In contrast the mgority of food
stamp householdsin urban areas are Black or Hispanic (57 percent), compared with less than one-third
of food stamp householdsin rurd areas (30 percent).

On average, food stamp households in rurd areas are dightly better off financidly than their
counterparts in urban areas. Average income before any deductions for expenses (gross income) is 62
percent of the poverty threshold in rura food stamp households compared with 60 percent in urban
households. A dightly higher proportion of householdsin rurd areas have grossincome abovethe poverty
threshold (11 percent in rural areas compared with 10 percent in urban areas). Rura FSP householdsare
more likely to receive income from the employment of a household member (29 percent of rurd FSP
households receive earned income compared with 25 percent of urban households).

Average food stamp benefits are lower in rurd areas. Average monthly benefits are $65 per person
in rurd areas compared with $70 per person in rural aress. Rurd food stamp households have lower
average food stamp benefits because they  have higher average income and larger average households®

Shelter expenses are on average 25 percent higher in urban areas than rura areas for food stamp
households. Asdligibility for food sampsisdetermined by income net of shelter and other expensesaswdl

3Based on an assumption of economies-of-scale in food purchases, household food stamp benefits

are st o that benefits per person fal as the number of people in the household increases.
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asgrossincome, householdsin urban areas are, on average, digiblefor food samp benefitsat higher levels
of income than householdsin rura aress.

E. URBAN-RURAL DIFFERENCESIN FSP PARTICIPATION RATES

The FSP was designed to providefood assistanceto al people that need it, irrespective of wherethe
person lives. Animportant indication of how well the program is fulfilling this misson is the participation
rate--the rate a which personsdigiblefor the program participatein the program. Low participation rates
suggest that the FSP may not be meeting the needs of the low-income population. Table 3 presents
estimates of the average number of food stamp participants and the average number of personseligiblefor
food stamps by rura and urban location.*

1. Rural-Urban Differencesin 1998

The figures in Table 3 suggest that use of food slamp benefits among the FSP-dligible population is
greater inrurd areas. Compared with an overd| participation rate of 65 percent, 73 percent of peoplewho
are digible for food samps in rurd areas participate in the program compared with only 63 percent of
persons who are digible for food stamps in urban aress.

The higher participation ratesin rurd areasis somewhat surprising given the differencesin demographic
characterigtics of low-income householdsin urban and rura aress. 1t iswell documented that participation
rates arelowest among househol ds containing € derly persons, househol ds containing working persons, and
householdswithout children (Castner and Cody 1999, McConnell and Nixon 1996). But, as seen above,
these populations with low participation rates--the el derly, the working, and people without children--are

‘Edimates of FSP digibles are derived from the Current Popul ation Survey (CPS) datausing methods
that essentially pardld those used in producing officid USDA estimates of participation rates. These
methods include correctionsfor the use of annua income datain the CPS and imputations for factors such
as shelter costs and assets that are not available in the CPS. The figures differ dightly from the officid
participationrates reported by the Food and Nutrition Service (Castner and Cody 1999) becausethey are
caculated from the average number of participants and the average number of digibles over the year,
rather than the number of participants and digibles for a particular month. The officid rates are aso
adjusted for payment errors and adjusted so that the number of households and participants are the same

as reported in program operations data.



more highly concentrated in rurd areas. Thus, on the basisof demographic characteristics aone, we might
expect rurd areasto havelower participation rates, rather than the Table 3 findings of higher ratesinrura
aress.

The urban-rurd difference in participation ratesis primarily due to participation rates for households
with children being much higher in rurd areas. Table 4 reports the participation rates of people in three
different types of households. While the FSP participation rate is higher in rural areasfor people in each
type of household, the largest urban-rurd difference isin the participation rate for people in households
with children. The participation rate for people in households with children is 90 percent in rurd aress; it
isonly 72 percent in urban aress.

2. ChangesOver Timein Rural and Urban FSP Participation Rates

Table 5 presents estimates of the number of food slamp participants, the number of persons eigible
for food stamps, and the FSP participation rates in urban and rural areasin 1996 and in 1998°> The
differences between the rurd and urban areas in the changes over time are quite striking.

Aswe had anticipated on the basis of data on overall casdloads, the FSP participation rate in urban
areas fell dramatically between 1996 and 1998, from 72 percent to 63 percent. However, the FSP
participationratein rurd areasactualy increased dightly from 71 percent to 73 percent. Hence, whatever
has caused the decrease in FSP participation ratesin urban areas has apparently not affected participation
ratesin rurd aress.

We found this result sufficiently surprising that we spent consderable effort checking its accuracy.
Sincethe participation rates are determined by combining estimates derived from two separate data bases,
the FSPQC and the CPS, we initialy were concerned that some subtle difference or change over timein
how these datasets defined “ urban-rurd” could be affecting the results. However, acareful review of the
relevant documentation reveded no evidence of this. More convincingly, in order to further examine the
robustness of the participation rate results, weredid the andysis dividing the datainto two groups of states-
-the 19 most urban states and the 31 remaining most rurd states. Thelogic of thisisthat this state-based
andyss makesno direct use of the urban-rurd variablesin the datasets and could therefore not be sengitive
to changing urban-rurd definitions. Again, in this verson of the anadys's (not shown), the finding remains
that the overal decreasein participation rates is essentialy an urban phenomenon.

While we lack a complete understanding of the mechanisms causing the overal decline in the FSP
participationrate, it hasfrequently been attributed to either the strong economy or factorsrelated to wefare
reform (Dion and Pavetti 2000). FSP casel oads have declined steadily since 1994, and FSP participation
rates higtoricaly have falen as the economy improved (Castner and Cody 1999). However, this cannot

*Comparisons of 1994 and 1998 data show larger changes in the same direction in the number of

FSP-digible people and the FSP participation rates.
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explain the urban-rura difference in FSP participation rates as the number of personsin poverty hasfalen
fadter inrurd areas. While the rate of poverty is dtill higher in rurd areas than in urban aress (the 1998
poverty rate was 14 percent in rurd areas compared with 12 percent in urban areas), between 1996 and
1998 the number of people in poverty decreased by 10.1 percent in rural areas compared with only 4.3
percent in urban aress.

We have dso consdered the possibility thet thelarger fal in the number of food stamp eigible people
in rura areas might be due to the changesin FSP digibility rulesintroduced by PRWORA. However, the
avalable data do not support this hypothesis. PRWORA made two maor changesin FSP digibility rules:
(1) most permanent resident aiens became indigible for food stamps and (2) most able-bodied adults
without dependents (ABAWDSs) were limited to only three months of benefitsin a36-month period unless
they worked or participated in aworkfare or other approved employment and training program.® Table
6 presents estimates of the number of diens and ABAWDs in 1994 who were potentidly affected by
wedfarereform.” A greater proportion of the people affected by the changesin digibility ruleslivein urban
areas. In 1994, nearly 14 percent of food stamp eligible people in urban areas were diens compared with
less than 4 percent in rurd areas. The urbarv/rurad difference in the number of people affected by the
ABAWD provison issmdler but in the same direction--adightly smdler proportion of people digiblefor
food stamps were affected by the ABAWD provision in rurd areas®

Wedfare reform may have affected FSP participation rates in three ways. First, food stamp
participants leaving welfare because they find work, hit the time limit, or are sanctioned may think they are
no longer eigible for food slamp benefits or fed it is not worth the hasde to continue to receive only food
stamp benefits. Second, diverson programs that discourage people from gpplying for welfare may dso
discourage applications for food stamps.  Third, wefare reform, by placing a greater emphas's on sdif-

®Hligibility was restored to some permanent resident diens in the 1998 Agricultura Research,
Extenson, and Education Reform Act. The Balanced Budget Act of 1997 incressed the availability of

exemptions for ABAWDs.

"Asthe neither the FSPQC nor the CPS containsal the information necessary to mode the complex
digibility rules for these two groups of people, these estimates are based on a substantial number of

assumptions that are not fully tested.

8The estimatesin Table 6 do not takeinto account that states can apply for waiversfromthe ABAWD
provison for areas that have unemployment rates greater than 10 percent or are considered to have
insufficient jobs. It is possible that states applied for more waiversfor the urban areas, dthough thisisnot

obvious from a casud obsarvation of the list of waivers.
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auffidency, may have increased the stigma of recelving food slamp benefits. Evidence concerning each of
these hypotheses is digplayed below.

F. URBAN-RURAL DIFFERENCES IN EXPERIENCES WITH THE FOOD STAMP
PROGRAM

While the participation rate is one good measure of how well the program is serving those in need of
food assistance, the opinions and experiences of its clientele are dso important indicators of program
performance. Table 7 shows the responses of FSP participants in the National Food Stamp Survey to
questions about their experienceswith the FSP. The participantsare separated into those resding in urban
areas, thoseresiding in rurd areas, and those residing in areasthat have both rural and urban components.®

The mog driking finding in Table 7 is the high degree of overdl satisfaction with the program in al
areas. More than 85 percent of respondents were satisfied with the overdl program, and smilarly high
rates of satisfaction were expressed with the application and recertification procedures. Satisfactionis at
least asgreat inrurd areasasit isin urban areas. For each of the three measures of satisfaction examined
in the top pand of the table, the percent of respondents who were satisfied was at least as high in rura
aressasitwasin rura aress.

FSP participants in rurd areas seem to be more satisfied with ther treatment by case workers than
in urban areas. In rural areas, 96 percent of respondents said that their case workers treated them
respectfully compared with 90 percent of respondentsin urban areas. Smilarly, ahigher proportion of rura
respondents said they thought that the case workers provided the needed services.

These survey results confirmed our findings from focus group discuss onsamong low-incomeworking
and dderly people conducted for the RWP&PE study. Focus group members in the urban areas
emphasized problems with food stamp office staff attitudes and the rude and disrespectful way they often
treated food stamp clients. The following comment was typicd of the comments made by members of the
urban focus groups. “It’ s the attitude of the people that work there. You know.... they act like they
don't really care whether they help you or not.” Members of the focus groups in rural and suburban

The urban-rurd variablein thesetabulaionsis defined somewhat differently from that in the other data
sources examined above. In particular, survey respondents were classified asto urban-rura status based
on the percentage of households living in Census-defined “urbanized areas’ in the postal zip code areas
where the respondent households lived. Households were assgned urban or rura status, respectively, if
at least 90 percent of the householdsintheir zip codeareasdid or did not live in urbanized aress, according

to Census data; the remainder were classified as “mixed.”
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areas complained much less about the food stamp office staff. According to focus group members, the
food stamp offices that people in rural and suburban aress locations dedlt with were smaller operations
where staff were more personable and had a greater sense of community.

We dso examined whether people in rurd aress are more affected by the stigma of receiving food
stamp benefits than people in urban areas, however the evidence is mixed. NFSS respondents in rura
areas perceived less stigma associated with receiving food stamp benefits than those in urban areas. In
rura areas, 37 percent of respondents replied “yes’ to one of Six sigma-related questions, compared to
40 percent in urban areas. On the other hand, stigma-related issues were brought up by membersof the
working and ederly focus groups more often in rurd areas. Words typicaly used by rurd food stamp
participants asreasonsfor not applying for food stampsincluded “it’ spride,” “I want to beindependent,”
“I would find it very embarrassing,” “I would feel a failure.” The reported sources of embarrassment
were mainly reated tousing food stampsin grocery stores. While in urban aress, people could usefood
stamps in stores where they would probably not know anyone, in rura aress, people felt therewas not a
storein town that they could go to without it being likely that they would meet someonethey knew. Asone
focus group member in Lincoln County, Oregon said “ You go to the grocery stor e behind somebody that
uses food stamp and the clerks and all the other people around you kind of look down on you
because you are using food stamps.”

Members of the rural focus groups suggested that they would be morelikely to use food sampsif the
benefits could be accessed by using an Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) card--a card that looks like a
credit card and automaticaly debits the customer’s food stamp account. In Polk County, Texas, where
EBT was used, focus group members said using an EBT card did make it less embarrassing to use food
stamps benefits, athough they noted that people can Hill tdll it isaway of obtaining food stamp benefits.
The use of EBT, which is now mandated by law, isincreasing rapidly.

To shed additiond light on the rural-urban differences in the FSP participation rates, we examined
differences in the reasons given for nonparticipation by both NFSS survey respondents and RWP& PE
focus groups members who were not recelving food stamps at the time they participated in the data
collections. Inthe anaysisof both the survey and focus groups, we examined four main groups of reasons
were important reasons for not participating in the program.

1. Some people lack information about the program. They may think they are indligible or do not
know how or where to apply.

2. Some people say that they do not need food stamp benefits. A frequent response given by non-
participants when asked in focus groups or surveys why they do not participate is “I can get by
without them.”

3. Problems related to the adminisiration of the program may deter participation. Problemscited in
surveys and focus groups include difficulty getting to the food stamp office, an gpplication process
that is too long and complicated, the need to provide too much persond information, food stamp



daff who are perceived to be disrespectful, and a food stamp office that is viewed as unpleasant
or unsafe.

4. People frequently cite the fedings of embarrassment related to applying for and using food stamp
benefits.

Table 8 presentsthe reasons given by NFSS respondentsfor not gpplying for food stamps. The most
important reason given by far for not gpplying for food stamps was that the respondent did not think they
were digible. And this perception of indigibility was more prevadent in rurd areasthan in urban areas. A
perception of indigibility was the reason given for not applying for food stamp benefits by 79 percent of
respondentsin rural areas compared with 70 percent of respondentsin urban areas.

Reasons for nonparticipation related to alack of information were more frequently discussed in the
RWP& PE focusgroupsin rural and suburban areasthan in the urban areas. Severd membersof an dderly
nonparticipant focusgroup inarura county in Oregon reported that a though they knew about food stamps
they did not know how to go about applying for them and many thought, erroneoudly, that they were
indigible because they did not receive welfare. This was aso true for members in working and ederly
focus groups in suburban areas. In contrast, in urban areas, the members of the nonparticipant focus
groups were very aware of food stamps, and knew where the office was, and many had previoudy either
applied or received benefits. It isimportant to note that both the survey and focus groups were conducted
prior to the implementation of PRWORA, and the proportion of personswho think they areineligible may
now have increased in urban aress.

A second common reason given for nonparticipation isthat the respondent does not need food stamp
benefits. This reason was given dightly more frequently by respondents in urban areasthaninrura aress.
To the extent that the nonparticipants redly do not need assistance, alow participation rate should not be
aconcern. However, discussionsin the RWP& PE focus groups suggested that at |east some people who
sad they did not need food stamp benefits exhibited Sgns of food insecurity such asvisiting food banksand
having to go to friends or relaivesfor meds.

It iscommonly stated that transportation difficulties in rurd areas are barriers to FSP participation.
However, problems with transportation were rarely brought up in ether the rurd or urban focus groups.
Also, in the NFSS, transportation problemswererarely given asreasonsfor not gpplying for food stamps
in ether rurd or urban areas. Trangportation problems were cited dightly more frequently as reasons for
not gpplying for food tampsin urban areas.

G. CONCLUSIONS
Severd useful conclusions about how the FSP is operating in rura areas emerge from our andysis.

We review them here and then attempt to generdize to the larger issues of public assstance Strategy
mentioned in the introduction.
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1. Some Specific Conclusions

Firg, our analyss suggests thet the characteristics of the urban clientele differ quite sgnificantly from
the rurd clientde.

Second, contrary to what one might expect, it appears that participation rates are actudly higher in
rurd areasthan in urban areas. Thedifferentidsvary substantialy according to household characteridtics,
with the largest differential observed for households with children.

Third, the recent fdl in FSP participation rates occurred primarily in urban areas. Insudying thefdl
in FSP participation rates, it may be useful to researchers to focus on urban-rurd differences. An
understanding of why the FSP participation rates did not fal in rura areas may suggest ways to raise the
participation ratesin urban aress.

Fourth, thefocusgroup and survey datathat we have examined suggest anumber of reasonswhy rura
participation rates may not have falen in line with those in urban areas. Although lack of program
knowledge seemed to be greater in rurd areas in 1996, this may no longer be the case. The confusion
about FSP digibility may have increased in urban areas given the changes in welfare programs. The
confuson may be lesser in amdler rurd offices where the overdl qudity and “user-friendliness’ of
adminigtration may be better and where a smaller proportion of the clients are affected by the changesin
the welfare programs.

Hfth, it appears that transportation is not as strong a barrier to participation as might have been
expected in either rurd or urban locations. While distancesto the offices are clearly greater in rura aress,
most digible households gppear to be able to find the necessary transportation, either through their own
carsor by finding aride.

2. Some Generalizations

So how do these observations relate to the broader issues which we outlined at the start of the paper,
concerning appropriate levels of centrdizationin public assstance programs? Our interpretetion isthat the
FSP, withitsreativey centraized structure and policy setting process, has been quite successful at meeting
the needs of different types of locdities as reflected in the urban-rura digtinction.  Our data suggest that,
overdl, the program appears to be meeting the needs of therural low-income populations & least as well
as those of the urban low-income populations.

To be sure the FSP has well-known limitations in both rural and urban settings. In both types of
locations, there is concern about participation rates and levels of program access. And issues around
adminidraive error rates are present in both types of locations. Further, there may well be unique
problems associated with the FSP in rural areas. For instance, there may be households for whom
trangportation barriers posed by rura distances are very significant. And there does seem to be alack of
understanding of the FSP digibility rulesin rurd areas. However, our generd point isthat, overall, the
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apparent obstacles to operating the program successfully appear to be no worse in rurd than in urban
areas.

It isarguable that parsing the data by urban versus rura location represents a strong test of whether
agngle ass sance program can meet the diverse needs of many different local areas, sncethe urban-rurd
distinctionwould gppear to be one of themost sgnificant in differentiating localities across the country. Our
argument isthat the relaively centrdized structure of the FSP passesthis test.
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TABLE1

FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION IN FY1998: BY URBAN/RURAL LOCATION

Tota Vaue of Monthly
Households Individuds Bendfits
Number Number Dollars

Location (000s)  Percent (000s)  Percent ($000s) Percent
Urban 6,243 75.7 15,087 75.5 1,048,969 76.9
Rurd 1,992 24.2 4,858 24.3 313,382 23.0
Unknown? 11 0.1 25 0.1 1,828 0.1
Total 8,246  100.0 19,969 100.0 1,364,179 100.0

SOURCE:  Fiscal year 1998 Food Stamp Program Quality Control Sample.

2 The rurd/urban location is unknown ether because we were unable to identify the county in which the
locd officewaslocated in the FSPQC data or because the urban/rura gatusiscoded as*unknown” inthe
CPS data.
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TABLE 2

CHARACTERISTICS OF 1998 FOOD STAMP HOUSEHOLDS,
BY URBAN/RURAL LOCATION

Characterigtic Urban Rural All Households
Percent Distributions
Household composition
Households with children 59.7 54.0 58.3
Households with elderly 16.6 23.0 18.2
Other 24.8 24.5 24.7
Households with children and single
parent 417 331 39.6
Race/ethnicity of household
White Non-Hispanic 38.9 65.8 45.6
Black Non-Hispanic 38.8 23.8 35.1
Hispanic 18.6 6.6 15.6
Asian or Pacific Islander 29 11 25
Other 0.7 2.8 12
Gross income as percentage of the poverty
guiddline
Below 50% 384 34.3 374
50% to 100% 52.0 55.1 52.8
Above 100% 9.5 10.6 9.8
Households that have income, by type
Earned income 254 28.9 26.3
Unearned income 79.8 75.5 78.8
No income 8.6 9.3 8.8
Average Vaues
Average household size 242 244 242
Average gross income as a percent of the
poverty threshold 59.9% 61.8% 60.3%
Average shelter expense $322 $258 $307
Average monthly benefit $168 $157 $165
Average monthly benefit per person $70 $65 $68
Sample Size 31,430 15,666 47,145

SOURCE:  Fiscal year 1998 Food Stamp Quality Control Sample.
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2 The metropolitan status of 49 households was unknown.
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TABLE 3

FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION RATES, BY URBAN/RURAL LOCATION, 1998

Urban Rural All Persons
Number of food stamp participants 15,087 4,858 19,969
Number of persons digible for food stamps 23493 6,580 30,586
Participation rate 63.1% 73.3% 65.3%

SOURCE:  Fiscal year 1998 Food Stamp Program Quality Control Sample and the March 1998 Current
Population Survey.
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TABLE 4

FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION RATES, BY HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION AND BY
URBAN/RURAL LOCATION, 1998

Urban Rurd All Areas
Individuds in households with children 72.4% 90.0% 75.9%
Nondderly individudsin households without
children 53.7% 58.8% 54.8%
Elderly individuasin households without
children 28.6% 34.0% 30.0%

SOURCE:  Fiscdl year 1998 Food Stamp Program Quaity Control Sample and the March 1998 Current
Population Survey.
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TABLES

NUMBER OF FOOD STAMP PARTICIPANTS, INDIVIDUALS ELIGIBLE FOR FOOD STAMPS,
AND PARTICIPATION RATES, 1996 AND 1998, BY URBAN/RURAL LOCATION

1996 1998 1996-1998 Change
Urban
Food stamp participants (000s) 20,002 15,087 -24.6%
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 27,947 23,898 -14.5%
Participation rate 71.6% 63.1% -8.5 percentage points
Rural
Food stamp participants (000s) 5,857 4,858 -17.1%
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 8211 6,627 -19.3%
Participation rate 71.3% 73.3% +2.0 percentage points
All Areas
Food stamp participants (000s) 25,874 19,969 -22.8%
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 36,239 30,586 -15.6%
Participation rate 71.4% 65.3% -6.1 percentage points

SOURCE:  Fiscal years 1996 and 1998 Food Stamp Program Quality Control Sample and the March
1996 and 1998 Current Population Surveys.
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TABLE 6

NUMBER OF ALIENS AND ABAWD FOOD STAMP ELIGIBLES, 1994,
BY URBAN/RURAL LOCATION

Urban Rural All Areas
Overall Population
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 27,682 9,036 36,926°
Aliens
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 3,768 319 4,096
Percent of dl digiblesin group 13.6% 3.5% 11.4%
ABAWDs
Food stamp eligibles (000s) 1,224 371 1,600°
Percent of dl digiblesin group 4.4% 4.1% 4.3%

SOURCE: March 1994 Current Population Survey.

2The number of digiblesin the urban and rurd areas do not add up to the totd in al areas because the
urban/rura location is unknown for some people.
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TABLE 7

PARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCES WITH THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM,
BY RURAL AND URBAN LOCATION
(Entries are percentages of participants)

Location of Participant

Mixed
Urban-
Urban Rural Rural

Satisfaction with Food Stamp Program
Satisfied with application process 84.5 85.9 84.5
Satisfied with recertification process 85.8 88.8 87.3
Satisfied with overall program 86.7 88.5 88.9
Participants I ndicating Per ception of Stigma
Avoided telling people that they received food 22.1 25.0 18.2
stamps
Perceived disrespectful treatment by store clerks, 24.4 22.3 17.2
others
Replied “yes’ to at least one of six stigma-related 39.9 40.5 36.6
guestions
Participants Satisfaction With Case Workers
Believed case worker treats them respectfully 90.1 91.8 96.2
Believed case worker provides the needed services 86.4 91.1 91.7
Sample Size 1,234 728 325

SOURCE: 1996 Nationa Food Stamp Survey, weighted data; see Ohls, et a. 1999.

2 Survey respondents were classified asto urban-rura status based on the percentage of householdsliving
in Census-defined “urbanized areas’ in the posta zip code areas where the respondent households lived.
Householdswere assgned urban or rurd status, respectively, if a least 90 percent of the householdsinthelr
Zip code areas did or did not live in urbanized areas, according to Census data; the remained were
classfied as“mixed.”
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TABLE 8

REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR FOOD STAMPS GIVEN BY ELIGIBLE
NONPARTICIPANTS, BY RURAL AND URBAN LOCATION
(Entries are percentages of nonparticipants)?

Location of Eligible Nonparticipants

Reasons for Nonparticipation Urban Rural All

Informational Problems

Not aware that they may be dligible 69.6 79.2 717
Do not know where or how to apply 1.8 0.0 14

Per ceptions of Need
Do not need food stamps 79 74 7.8

Program Administration

Too much paperwork 29 24 2.8
Transportation is a problem 1.6 1.2 15
Benefit too small for effort required 29 24 2.8

Psychological/Stigma

Do not like to rely on government assistance 53 1.2 4.4
Do not want to be seen shopping with food stamps 0.9 0.0 0.7
Do not want peers to know need help 0.9 0.0 0.7
Too proud to ask for assistance 0.5 0.0 0.4
People treat you badly 0.9 0.0 0.7
Questions too personal 0.6 0.0 0.5
Previous bad experience with the program 24 24 24

Other Reasons

Never got around to applying 14 0.0 11
Don't fed likeit 21 3.6 24
Other 3.3 0.6 2.7
Missing Data 20 1.2 1.8
Sample Sze 325 125 450

SOURCE: 1996 National Food Stamp Program Survey, weighted data. See Ohls, et ., 1999.

a Percentages may sum to more than 100 percent because respondents could give more than one reason for
goplying.
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