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Participants in Assistance Programs 
How many Americans take po.rt in 
a major means-tested government 
assistance program? 

To answer this question, this 
Brief uses three different types 
of participation rates: average 
monthly participation in both 
1990 and 1991, the percentage re­
ceiving assistance for a minimum of 
1 month in each year, and the pro­
portion receiving benefits during 
the entire 2-year span. Also 
explored are which groups were the 
most likely participants, the typical 
length of participation, and the 
amount of benefits received. The 
data were collected by the Census 
Bureau's Survey of Income and 
Program Participation (SIPP). 

Major means-tested assistance 
programs include Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
General Assistance, Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), food 
stamps, Medicaid, Federal or State 
rent assistance, and public housing. 

In a typical month, about 1 in 
8 of us are program participants. 

Twenty-nine million Americans 
(12 percent) participated in one or 
more major means-tested govern­
ment assistance programs in an 
average month during 1990 and 
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31 million participated in 1991. 
More persons participated for a 
minimum of 1 month (36 million, 
or 15 percent, in 1990 and 
38 million, or 16 percent, in 1991). 
(The latter two proportions are not 
significantly different.) And some 
(18 million, or 8 percent) received 
benefits during every month of 1990 
and 1991. Those who began to take 
part during the 2-year period par­
ticipated for a median of 8 months 
during this time. 

Participation in Medicaid and 
food stamps programs rises. 

As the graph below shows, 
Medicaid and food stamps were 
the most heavily utilized major 
means-tested programs. Between 
1990 and 1991, average monthly 
participation rates rose for food 
stamps and Medicaid, but re­
mained statistically unchanged 
for the other programs. 

Looking at the median length of 
time people participated, we find 
that housing assistance was tops. 
Those beginning spells during the 
1990-1992 period were participants 
for a median of 16 months over 
this span. The corresponding me­
dians for Medicaid, AFDQGener­
al Assistance, and food stamps, al­
though not significantly different 
from one another, were 11, 10, 
and 9 months, respectively. 

Poverty and participation 
are closely related. 

Poor persons were about 10 times 
as likely as the nonpoor to have 
been major means-tested program 
participants in an average month in 
1990 (53 percent compared with 
5 percent). Nearly 3 in 4 poor per­
sons (71 percent) participated in at 
least 1monthin1990; and about 
half (52 percent) took part during 
all of 1990 and 1991. The corre­
sponding proportions for the 

Medicaid and Food Stamps Are the Most Heavlly 
Used Major Programs 
Average monthly participation rates for different major means-tested 
government assistance programs: 1990 and 1991 
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nonpoor were 8 percent and 
3 percent, respectively. 

In general, persons took part in 
programs longer if they were poor. 
Those who began to receive hous­
ing assistance sometime after the 
start of 1990, for example, received 
it for a median of 23 months 
if they were poor at the time, 
9 months if they were not. 

The graph at right shows average 
monthly participation rates for 
various demographic and socio­
economic groups. The groups with 
higher-than-average participation 
rates had relatively high poverty 
rates as well. 

A large share of many participants' 
income comes from benefits. 

Median monthly family benefits 
from AFDC, General Assistance, 
SSI, and food stamps for partici­
pating persons totaled $420 in 1990 
and 1991. When income is defined 
to include money income plus the 
value of food stamps and WIC 
(Special Supplemental Food Pro­
gram for Women, Infants, and 
Children) benefits, one-half of 
participants received more than 
50 percent of monthly income from 
means-tested programs in 1990. 
Nearly one-third received all their 
income from these programs. The 
corresponding 1991 percentages 
were not significantly different. 

More information: 

Dynamics of Economic Wei/­
Being: Program Participation, 1990 
to 1992. Current Population 
Reports, Series P70-41. Contact 
Customer Services (301-763-4100 
or 301-457-4100 after December 
16) for ordering information. 

Contacts: 
Program participation -
Martina Shea 
301-763-8578 

Statistical Briefs -
Robert Bernstein 
301-763-1584 or 301-457-1221 after 
December 16 

This Brief is one of a series that presents 
information of current policy interest. It 
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What Are the Odds of Being a Program Participant? 
Percent of persons who participated in a major means-tested 
government assistance program in an average month during 
1990, by characteristic 

All persons - 12% 

Poverty status 
Poor 

Not poor . 5% 

Race and Hispanic origin 

White - 8% 

Black 32% 

Hispanic 

Age 

Under 18 - 19% 

18-64 - 8% 

65 and over - 12% 

Educational attainment 

No high school diploma - 21% 

High school grad, no college - 8% 

1 + years of college I 3% 

Disablllty status 

With a work disability - 20% 

Without a disability • 6% 

Residence 

Central city - 17% 

Suburb . 7% 

Nonmetro area - 13% 

Family status 
Married couple • 6% 

Female householder, 
no spouse present 

Unrelated individual - 13% 

Marital status 
Separated, divorced, or widowed - 18% 

Never married - 13% 

Married • 4% 

Employment status 
Employed full-time I 3% 

Employed part-time • 7% 

Unemployed 24% 

Not in labor force - 18% 

37% 

53% 

Note: Disability status category pertains to individuals 15-69 years old. Educational 
attainment, marital status, and employment status categories pertain to persons 18 
years old and over. Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. 

may include data from businesses, 
households, or other sources. All statistics 
are subject to sampling variability, as well 
as survey design flaws, respondent classifi­
cation e1Tors, and data processing mis­
takes. The Census Bureau has taken steps 

to minimize envrs, and analytical state­
ments have been tested and meet statistical 
standards. However, because of method­
ological differences, use caution when 
comparing these data with data from 
other sources. 

- --· ~-- -- --- -----------~~--~--

Digitized by Google 




