
In 2003, USDA’s Food Stamp Program
(FSP) provided assistance to an average of
9.2 million low-income households per
month. In about a quarter of these house-
holds, at least one member was working at
a job, though their low earnings still left
them eligible for FSP benefits. Even so,
nearly half of working households eligible
to participate did not. The reasons for not
participating vary—lack of knowledge
about the program, low benefits, fear of
being stigmatized, inaccessible offices, and
burdensome requirements, to name a few. 

Food stamp benefits are federally fund-
ed, with uniform national requirements for
eligibility and benefits. However, State and
local social services offices administering
the program exercise substantial latitude in
how they deliver services.

ERS sponsored the first nationally rep-
resentative survey of local food stamp
offices in June 2000 to document the oper-
ational practices used by local offices that

might affect households’ decisions
to apply for food stamps or contin-
ue participating. According to the
survey, staff attitudes toward the
working poor are generally posi-
tive and many practices had been
adopted to encourage participa-
tion in the program. In offices
serving most of the national case-
load, none of the interviewed

supervisors or caseworkers agreed with the
statement, “the Food Stamp Program
encourages dependency.”  Staff were near-
ly unanimous in the opinion that eligible
households leaving cash welfare for
employment should be encouraged to
apply for food stamps. 

Local offices were also generally acces-
sible. Sixty percent of the national caseload
were served by offices near public trans-
portation, and free parking was available at
almost all offices. Persistent waiting lines
were a problem in offices serving 14 per-
cent of the caseload but never a problem in
smaller offices with fewer than 2,000
clients. Many offices operated outside of
normal office hours (before 8 a.m., after 5
p.m., or on Saturdays). For example, offices
serving 51 percent of the caseload accepted
applications during extended hours, and
offices serving 43 percent of the caseload

conducted eligibility interviews during
extended hours. 

Some practices hindered the working
poor’s willingness to seek out food stamps.
For example, at the time of the survey, local
offices were more likely to assign short 
certification periods (3 months or less) to
households with earnings, requiring them
to re-apply for food stamps more often than
nonworking households. In addition,
offices serving about half of the caseload
required that employers complete a form to
verify income. The survey found that the
working poor were less likely than the 
elderly, the disabled, immigrants, or the
homeless to be targeted with public 
education campaigns, to receive transporta-
tion assistance, and to be allowed to apply

by telephone.

Margaret Andrews, andrews@ers.usda.gov
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Let’s Eat Out:
Full-Service or Fast Food?

Fast food and full-service restaurants are jockeying for the consumer’s away-
from-home food dollar. To win customers, many restaurants of both types are
offering dining experiences richer in a variety of foods and services. Applebee’s
Neighborhood Grill & Bar, a full-service restaurant, for one, reports that new menu
items account for over 50 percent of its offerings. Even some fast food chains,
such as McDonald’s, now offer dozens of items on their “limited” menus.
Although many factors could be contributing to the evolution of the foodservice
industry, these developments point to changes in what consumers are 
demanding.

ERS research suggests that, between 2000 and 2020, Americans will increase
their spending by about 18 percent per person at full-service restaurants, and
about 6 percent per person at fast food establishments. These predictions are
based on a statistical model that incorporates the changing demographics of the
U.S. population—most importantly, rising incomes, a decrease in the proportion
of “traditional” households, and an increase in the average age. 

If household incomes were to grow by 1 percent annually on an inflation-
adjusted basis, by 2020, this development alone would foster a 17-percent
increase in per person spending at full-service restaurants and a 7-percent
increase at fast food places.  Higher income people tend to spend more money on
food away from home, especially on full-service dining.

The traditional household, defined as a married couple with children, 
typically spends less money per person on away-from-home foods than either a
single-person household or a household with multiple adults but no children.
Traditional families accounted for 30 percent of all households in 1980 and 
24 percent in 2000. By 2020, they are expected to account for 17 percent of all
households. This change alone will lead to increased spending of 2 percent per
person at both full-service and fast food places. 

Not all demographic changes bode well for both types of restaurants. The
aging of the population is likely to reduce per capita spending by 2 percent at fast
food places but to have little effect on the demand for meals and snacks at 

full-service restaurants.

Hayden Stewart, hstewart@ers.usda.gov

This finding is drawn from . . .

The Demand for Food Away From Home:
Full-Service or Fast Food? by Hayden

Stewart, Noel Blisard, Sanjib Bhuyan, 

and Rodolfo M. Nayga, Jr., AER-829,

USDA/ERS, January 2004, available at:

www.ers.usda.gov/publications/aer829/

Full-service restaurants regain some market share
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