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Most families and individuals that meet specified income guidelines are eligible for
food stamps.(1) The size of a family or individual's food stamp benefit is based on
cash income from all sources, including earnings and cash assistance. The
elements needed to determine most families' food stamp benefits include: income
from earnings and welfare, the number of family members, the family's shelter
costs, and child care costs. There are other rules regarding eligibility for food
stamps, such as a limit on the level of countable assets held by a family (and how
the value of a car is treated when determining a family's countable assets) and a

gross income limit.(2)

The food stamp benefit formula is based on the expectation that families will pay a
portion of their food budget with income other than food stamps. The monthly food
stamp benefit thus is the maximum benefit less the family or individual's
contribution. It should be noted that the maximum food stamp benefit is based on
the cost of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Thrifty Food Plan, a diet plan that
provides adequate nutrition at a modest cost.

Food Stamp Benefit Parameters

The parameters for determining monthly food stamp benefits include the maximum
benefit and a family's countable income. Countable income for food stamps
includes earnings (before payroll taxes are deducted) and welfare benefits, less a
standard deduction all families receive, an eamnings deduction for families with
earnings, a child care deduction for families with out-of-pocket child care expenses,
and an excess shelter costs deduction for families with high shelter costs relative to

their income.(3)

The maximum monthly food stamp benefit for families of various sizes in 1999 and
2000 are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1:
Maximum Monthly Food Stamp Benefits by Family Size,
1999 and 2000

Family Size
| One | .Two | Three | Four Five Six
1999 | 125 | 230 | 320 | 419 | 497 | 597
2000 | 128 | 235 | 337 428 | 508 | 610 |

« The standard deduction for federal fiscal year 1999 is $134.
« The eamings deduction is 20 percent of earnings.

« The monthly child care deduction covers actual expenses with a limit of $200

per child for children under age two and $175 per child for other children.

« The excess shelter deduction is not a flat amount or a set percentage of

housing costs. It is the amount by which housing costs (including the cost of
utilities) exceed half of the following: income less the standard deduction,
earnings deduction, and child care deduction. (The formula for the shelter
deduction is shown below.) The excess shelter deduction is limited to $275 in
1999 unless one person in the family is elderly or disabled.

« To calculate the food stamp benefits of an actual family, the higher of the

family's actual rent and utilities or the combination of its actual rent and the
standard utility allowance used in the state should be used to determine the
family's shelter deduction. (To simplify food stamp calculations, states are
permitted to add a "standard utility allowance" to a family's rent and use the
resulting sum when determining the family's shelter deduction. If a family's
actual utility costs are greater than the standard utility allowance, it can
provide documentation of its actual utility costs and those costs will be added
to their rent.) The median shelter cost (as measured by the Food Stamp
Program) of working food stamp households with children in a state can be
used to determine the a typical working family's shelter deduction. Table 2
provides the median shelter cost of working food stamp households of three
or four and at least one child. The shelter costs shown in this table include
the cost of rent and utilities.

Table 2
Median Shelter Costs of Working Families
Families with Three or Four Members, with Kids

Median
State Shelter Expenses
Alabama | s
|Alaska $381
Arizona _ ) 3355
Arkansas | $285
[California $408
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Monthly Food Stamp Benefit Formula and Example:

Example: A family of four with one full-time minimum wage worker, three children,
and shelter costs of $400 per month.

« Step 1: The minimum wage for 1999 is $5.15 per hour. Full-time work (52
weeks and 40 hours per week) at this level yields annual earnings of $10,712
and monthly earnings of $893. The family pays $150 per month in child care
for an infant.

« Step 2: 893 - 134 (standard deduction) - 0.2 times 893 (earnings deduction) -
150 (child care deduction) = 430.4. This is countable income A.

« Step 3: Shelter deduction = 400 - %2 times 430.4, or 400 - 215.2 = 184.8.

« Step 4: Countable income A (from step two) minus shelter deduction.
430.4 - 184.8 = 2456

« Step 5: 0.3 times 245.6 = 73.68 = family's contribution toward food.

« Step 6: The maximum benefit in 1999 for a family of four is $419. The
maximum benefit minus family contribution: 419 - 73.68 = 345.32.

The family's monthly food stamp benefit is $345.

Endnotes:

1. Most families are eligible to receive food stamp benefits each month their income and assets meet
the prog?ram's rules. Adults age 18 to 50 who are not caring for children and not working, however,
generally are limited to receiving food stamp benefits for three months in a 36-month period, unless
they are participating in a job training program. States and localities can seek a waiver of this
eligibility limit if they can show that the state or locality has high unemployment or a surplus of
workers. In addition, many immigrants are not eligible to receive federal food stamps, including most
adults and many of those who enter the country after August 22, 1996.

2. A family must have gross income below 130 percent of the HHS poverty guideline, and it must
have countable income — that is, income after deductions allowed from income for food stamp
benefit calculations — below 100 percent of the poverty guideline. Some near poor families with
significant deductions for child care may be ineligible for food stamps because they do not meet the
gross income test even though they may meet the countable income limit. More details concerning
the asset limit, can be found on the Department of Agriculture's food stamp benefit web site:
http://www.usda.gov/fcs/stamps/fselig. htm.

3. The most updated eligibility information can be found on the Department of Agriculture's
homepage at the following address: http://www.usda.gov/fcs/stamps/fselig.htm.
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