INTRODUCTION

FOOD STAMP PROGRAM QUESTIONS & SUGGESTED ANSWERS
FOR PROGRAM ADMINISTRATORS AND SPOKESPERSONS

Why are Questions and Answers (Q&As) important? Q&As are anticipated questions and suggested
answers that program administrators and outreach spokespeople can study to help get ready for media inter-
views or other public speaking. You might receive these questions from the media, the public, or others.

Here are some examples of Q&As about food stamp outreach:

Why are you encouraging people to enroll in the Food Stamp Program?

The Food Stamp Program is a nutrition assistance program that helps low-income people put healthy
food on the table. The Food Stamp Program supplements the food budgets of low-income people who are
having a tough time paying for food for themselves or their families. Children have important nutritional
needs and they make up about half of those currently receiving food stamp benefits. We want everyone
who is eligible to have the opportunity to apply for benefits so that they can have access to healthier diets.
Our outreach efforts are specially targeted to people who are least likely to understand that they may be
eligible: elderly persons, immigrants, and working poor.

Why are you encouraging the use of food stamp benefits when application numbers

are increasing already?

Yes, enrollment numbers are increasing. However, there are still many people who need help. Currently,
about 35 percent of the eligible households are NOT receiving food stamp benefits. This is usually because
they do not think they qualify, or think there are people in greater need of the benefits. We want to reach
out to those people, encourage them to get prescreened, and, if appropriate, apply for food stamp benefits
so they can get help with their grocery bills. Food stamp benefits are not only good for low-income people;
they also help the local economy.

Are the financial benefits worth the effort to enroll?

Food stamp benefits are not intended to be the only means of paying the grocery bill, but they do help
low-income people purchase healthier food items, such as fruits and vegetables. Monthly benefits vary
based on income and household size. On average, an eligible person receives around $94 per month
(fiscal year 2006 data). This additional support will help low-income households purchase nutritious
foods for a healthy diet.

Can people purchase whatever they want with their food stamps?

Food stamp benefits are intended to supplement a households’ grocery budgets and help them purchase
healthier foods. Households can use food stamp benefits to purchase a wide range of food items. Partici-
pants are encouraged to use their food stamps wisely to maximize their nutrition impact and economic
value. To that end, they are encouraged to buy nutrient-dense foods such as whole-grain bread and cereals;
fruits and vegetables; lowfat meats, fish, and poultry and milk products. Other items that can be purchased
with food stamp benefits are seeds and plants that produce food. Nonfood items cannot be bought with
food stamp benefits.
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I have heard that enrolling in the Food Stamp Program is difficult. What does it involve?

USDA and State and local agencies that administer the Food Stamp Program are working to improve
the application process by simplifying forms, offering extended office hours, and, in some instances,
allowing online applications. Anyone can check to see if they might qualify for benefits through an
online prescreening process at www.foodstamps-stepl.usda.gov.

Anyone interested in finding out more about how to apply should call 1-800-221-5689 for information.
[Localize this information if your State or community has a toll-free number.]

How long does it take to start receiving benefits?

If you are in special need because of very low income, you may receive benefits within 7 days, if eligible.
However, for others, it may take up to 30 days to receive benefits. At the time of application, an eligibility
worker will give applicants this type of information.

What measures are taken to prevent food stamp fraud?

USDA is committed to integrity in all of its nutrition assistance programs. USDA has taken several steps
to make it easier to identify and punish those who misuse Food Stamp Program benefits. Retailers who
violate program rules, recipients who try to obtain their benefits based on false information, or recipients
who sell their benefits can be removed from the program, fined, and even jailed. Also, with the introduc-
tion of the electronic benefit card (EBT), which works much like a debit card at a grocery store, the USDA
is better able to track and deter fraud.

Doesn’t the EBT card make it easier for people to abuse the system?

No. The EBT card makes it more difficult for people to commit food stamp fraud. EBT eliminates paper
food stamps and creates an electronic record for each transaction, making fraud easier to detect. Not only
does the EBT card cut down on Food Stamp Program abuse, but it also reduces the stigma some people
associate with receiving food stamp benefits.

Why are you advertising a free benefit for poor people?

The Food Stamp Program is a nutrition program that helps low-income people have better diets, and
better eating can mean better health. There are many people who are eligible for food stamp benefits
but are not participating in the program. The FSP is a win-win for local retailers and local communities.
Each $5 in new food stamp benefits generates almost twice that amount in economic activity for the
community. Average food stamp benefits are about $94 a month per person (fiscal year 2006 data),
translating to money spent in local grocery stores. Everyone wins when eligible people take advantage
of benefits to which they are entitled.
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COLLABORATING WITH THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM:
NUTRITION EDUCATION PROVIDERS IN YOUR COMMUNITY

Many communities have a wealth of information available to help your organization promote the nutri-
tion benefits of the Food Stamp Program (FSP). Focusing on nutrition can help your organization get the
attention of individuals who might not be inclined to pick up food stamp informational materials. This
gives your organization an opportunity to explain the FSP as a nutrition assistance program to potential
applicants as well as employers, community leaders, and others, who might still associate the FSP with
welfare programs. Learn more about FSP nutrition education providers in your community and what role
each organization can play to increase FSP participation.

What is the goal of Food Stamp Nutrition Education?

The goal of Food Stamp Nutrition Education (FSNE) is to improve the likelihood that persons eligible
for the FSP will make healthy food choices within their limited budget and choose active lifestyles, as the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans and the USDA Food Guidance System (MyPyramid) recommend.

Why should my organization consider collaborating with Food Stamp Nutrition Education providers?
Outreach and FSNE can work together to communicate messages about how the FSP can help needy
families obtain healthy foods. The possibility of better nutrition can help generate interest in the FSP
among potentially eligible persons as well as community workers serving that population. FSNE providers
have conducted needs assessments to identify which nutrition messages to promote and strategies for
communicating these messages to the FSP-eligible population. They also have access to nutrition
education materials that are consistent with national nutrition initiatives. By working together, outreach
and nutrition education can communicate accurate, unified, and reinforcing messages that have a more
powerful reach.

FNS recently developed a series of nutrition education and promotion materials targeting mothers entitled
Loving Your Family, Feeding their Future: Nutrition Education Through the Food Stamp Program. The
nutrition education messages are based on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2005. These nutrition
education messages address the needs of English and Spanish speaking mothers with limited literacy
skills. This series of education materials includes an educator’s handbook, four discussion sessions with
accompanying participant handouts, participant guidebook, and an online educator’s learning module with
a flash video component. These materials were developed primarily for food stamp nutrition education
participants, however, they can be used in other nutrition education settings with similar target audiences
such as the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program.
Educators can access Loving Your Family... materials at http://foodstamp.nal.usda.gov.
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WHERE CAN | GO TO LEARN MORE ABOUT FOOD STAMP NUTRITION EDUCATION?

States often provide nutrition education to FSP participants through contracts with the Cooperative
Extension System, State Nutrition Networks, public health departments, and other organizations.

The Food Stamp Nutrition Connection, a project of the USDA Food and Nutrition Service and
the National Agricultural Library, maintains a list of State FSNE providers. You can access it
online at www.nal.usda.gov/foodstamp/Stategates/index.html, request a print copy by phone at
301-504-5719, or e-mail FSNC @nal.usda.gov.

You can also contact your State or local food stamp offices for information on FSNE activities
in your area.






