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IntroductionThe general goal of this study was to examine the extent to which changes in 
welfare policy might have contributed to the decline in the use of Food Stamps (FS). To this 
end, three objectives were addressed: (1) to determine the strategies used by the state of 
Mississippi to implement the Food Stamp Program after the passage of the 1996 welfare 
reform act; (2) to determine community capacity to cope with the new policy requirements and 
the needs of local low-income populations; and (3) to determine the extent to which the exit of 
clients from the Food Stamp Program might be related to a disparity between the state's 
administration and the clients’ perceptions of the program. 
 
MethodsThe data to address these three objectives were drawn from several sources. For the 
first objective, the data came from: (1) Mississippi Department of Human Services (DHS) 
administrative data, (2) the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Census, and (3) statelevel 
key informants. For the second objective, data were generated through two case studies in 
Mississippi (Coahoma County and Lee County). Information from each case study came from: 
(1) Administrative data from the Mississippi Department of Human Services (DHS), (2) 
Decennial Census data from 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000, and (3) Community-level key 
informant data. For the third objective, personal interviews with food stamp clients from each 
of the two case studies were conducted. 
 
ResultsBetween October 1996 and October 2001, the number of low-income people on Food 
Stamps in Mississippi declined from 210,343 to 145, 214, accounting for a 31 percent drop. The 
results indicted that the drop in Food Stamps was linked to the welfare strategy undertaken by 
Mississippi. In this respect, the implementation of the new welfare policy provided the state 
with an opportunity to take a punitive stance against both TANF and Food Stamp clients. The 
results also suggested that the state undertook a diversion strategy by conveying to TANF and 
Food Stamp clients: “We’re going to kick you off, we’re going to threaten you, you gotta go to 
work and you go find your own job, and blah, blah, blah…. So, [we’re] really setting them up to 
drop off of the program, which is what a lot of people did.” Furthermore, the results suggested 
that the decline in Food Stamps was related to the failure to clearly communicate the changes 
in public assistance at all levels. In general, the state took a position of less responsibility 
toward assisting low-income families, creating an uncooperative and unfriendly environment at 
the “front door” of many local DHS offices.In addition, the results indicated that decline in Food 
Stamp use was more pronounced in economically and socially disadvantaged local conditions. 
Food Stamp clients in poor economic conditions (Coahoma County) were found to harbor 
strong negative feelings towards local DHS personnel, which inhibited low-income families from 
seeking public assistance. In contrast, clients in more advantageous conditions (Lee County) 



held less negative feelings toward their local DHS office. The main reason for the latter attitude 
was that in more advantageous social and economic conditions, non-governmental 
organizations played a major role to help clients seek public assistance by linking them to state 
and other public agencies. 
 
ConclusionIn this study, we sought to address the link between welfare reform and the decline 
in Food Stamp caseloads. What we have found is that how the state implements its welfare 
policy and the extent to which communities can cope with the changes imposed by the new 
legislation directly impacts the use of Food Stamps.  
 
For Mississippi, there has been a strong emphasis on caseload reduction. As soon as clients 
walk into the front door, they are encouraged, and sometimes threatened, to find work and to 
leave the welfare system. Clients have also been faced with diversion (both intentional and 
unintentional) that resulted in discouraging clients from seeking food assistance.  

There is no doubt that welfare reform has encouraged many low-income families to leave the 
TANF and Food Stamp rolls both in Mississippi and nationwide. Although this is often viewed as 
a sign of success, the experiences of Mississippi suggest that what now needs to be done is to 
shift the focus of welfare policies from caseload reduction to poverty, inequality, and social 
injustice. In other words, welfare reform comes with an obligation to assure that those who are 
in need receive adequate assistance so that they do not fall further behind due to forces 
beyond their control. Our findings clearly suggest that more emphasis should be placed on 
developing community capacity for bridging civic/faith-based organizations with governmental 
agencies to cope more effectively with the needs of low-income people. 

 


