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 As we complete the final year of the 20th century, changes in economic and political 
structures and innovations in technology are altering the administration of federally-
administered/state-operated benefit programs to recipients. Of special significance is the 
delivery system that has emerged in areas of food assistance program. In response to Vice 
President Gore’s September 1993 call for the development of a nationwide system to 
deliver government benefits electronically, the Federal Electronic Benefits Transfer 
(EBT) Task Force was chartered in November 1993. The challenge for the Task Force 
was that of making EBT, a system that began as a concept in the 1980s by the Food and 
Nutrition Service of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) nationwide in 
the fullest sense – one card, user friendly, with unified delivery of government funded 
benefits (Federal EBT Task Force 1994). The Task Force envisioned a national EBT 
system that reduces the cost of benefit delivery, strengthens the management of program 
funds, and reduces fraud.  

Since the Task Force’s report in 1994, many States have implemented EBT in delivering 
Food Stamps to recipients and some are still going through various stages of planning and 
implementation. The Department of Human Resources in the State of Alabama began 
phasing in the debit card system for issuing Food Stamps and payment in April 1997. By 
October 1997, all Food Stamps in Alabama were being issued through EBT system. 
Alabama was the first state in the nation to include federal (Social Security and 
Supplementary Security Income) as well as state programs (Family Assistance and Food 
Stamps) in an electronic issuance system.  

Despite the above accomplishments, national vision by the Task Force, and numerous 
project reports and summaries by USDA Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Analysis 
and Evaluation, no empirical analyses of the actual benefits and problems associated with 
the use of Electronic Benefit Transfer to deliver food stamp benefits exist in scholarly 
journals. It is surprising to discover that sociologists have devoted virtually no explicit 
attention to EBT. If EBT continues to be perceived as an alternative benefit delivery 
mechanism to be used nation-wide by the year 2002, it is logical that we should have a 
social science research- based knowledge of the problems and benefits associated with 
the system. This study contributes to filling this gap in social science research-based 
knowledge.  

OBJECTIVES 



The research objectives are threefold: 

1. To identify benefits and problems associated with using EBT card for food 
stamp delivery in Macon County, Alabama. 

2. To determine if the use of EBT card for food stamps reduces benefit 
waste, fraud and abuse. 

3. To determine the impact of EBT use for food stamps on the recipients. 

 
   

   
   
   
   
  

THE STUDY SITE 

Macon County, Alabama is located in the southeastern part of the state, traversed by 
Interstate 85 and U.S. Highway 29. The county contains 614 square miles and is the 47th 
in the state in size. The 1990 estimated population was 24, 928, a decrease from 1980. 
The 1990 census reported the estimated population as 14% white, 86% black, less than 
1% American Indians/Alaskan Native and less than 1% Asian Pacific Islanders, with less 
than 1% of Spanish origin.  

The county is one of the poorest in the nation and majority of the residents are welfare 
dependent. The county with its higher than average percentage of African Americans (86) 
is home to persistent poverty, poor employment, unemployment, limited education, poor 
health, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) recipients, single parenthood 
and heavy dependence on public assistance programs (see Zekeri 1999). Macon is indeed 
a unique, disadvantaged county in the south. The residents are, as the President’s 
National Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty put it in 1967, "people left behind." It is 
also one of those categorized by the United States Department of Agriculture as counties 
of "persistent poverty."  

The county ranks the highest in percent of children in poverty. According to the Census 
Bureau report released on February 11, 1999, Macon County’s child poverty rate 
exceeded 40 percent in 1995. In 1993, 24.8 percent of the children living in the county 
were food stamp recipients. The most recent data (1998) from Alabama Kids Count 
indicate that the figure has increased to 28.1 percent. This suggests a change for the 
worse. The Census Bureau’s 1999 data indicate that 34.4 percent of all persons in the 
county were below the 1995 federal poverty line of $15,569 for a family of four 
compared to 17.6 percent for Alabama’s total population. Nationally, the poverty rate 
was 13.8 percent in 1995.  



Although the county was the cradle of the civil rights movement, the poor residents are 
still faced with many of the same inequities of years past. Living in Macon County has 
not been idyllic experience. Residents are still living in the same shacks and shanties 
describe in numerous reports during the 1960’s, only now they have added more years of 
deterioration. Macon County therefore, presents a unique opportunity for a better 
understanding of benefits and problems associated with the use of EBT for delivering 
food stamp benefits.  
   
   

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study employed a triangulated research design (Berg 1998; Leedy 1993; Sieber 1973; 
Yin 1984) for conducting policy-oriented studies in rural communities. The design 
includes the collection of survey data and also incorporates ethnographic field research 
intended to position the researcher within the natural setting and to give rural residents a 
more active role in the research process. Benefits and problems associated with the use of 
EBT card for delivering food stamp benefits were observed through a structured self-
administered mail questionnaire. The survey was conducted using the Total Design 
Method (Dillman 1978). Using Total Design Method (TDM) as recommended by 
Dillman, a questionnaire, stamped, addressed return envelope and a cover letter 
describing the purpose and intent of the study were mailed to random sample 
representing all food stamp recipients in Macon County. One week later, a postcard 
reminder was mailed to each non-respondent encouraging the person to complete and 
return the questionnaire.  

One month later, a letter and a replacement questionnaire were sent only to non-
respondents. The letter informed the non-respondents that their questionnaire has not 
been received, and appealed for its return. Following Dillman’s suggested approach, non-
respondents were sent four successive reminders to promote return of the questionnaire. 
Of the 1100 randomly selected food stamp recipients to whom questionnaires were sent, 
857 returned questionnaires. Twenty-two of them who did not complete their 
questionnaires were eliminated from the sample. The sample for this report are all 835 
recipients (76%) who answered all questions.  

Qualitative Field Research  

Qualitative field research is appropriate for investigating dynamic situations and those in 
which the subjects’ interpretations of events and activities are the focus of study. Thus, 
intensive sociological case studies of EBT were conducted in three selected rural 
communities and the county seat to identify general benefits and problems involved. 
Qualitative insights into the reduction of fraud, abuse and waste can only be gained 
through in-depth, on-site study. I worked in the four communities throughout June and 
July, 1999 observing, interacting with, and interviewing recipients, food retailers, 
program administrators, designated representatives, and other businesses. The case study 



provided the contextual perspective on the problems and benefits associated with the use 
of EBT to deliver food stamp benefits.  

Sample Population Characteristics  

The average respondent was 23 years of age, 62.2% are single, 13% are married, 8% are 
separated, 7.75% are divorced while 5.7% are living with a partner but not married to him 
or her. Regarding educational attainment, about 20% of the respondents did not complete 
high school, 31.4% completed high school while only 10.4% have some college 
education. The majority (65%) of the respondents are unemployed. Only 28.9% are 
employed full-time.  

MEASURES  

Benefits  

Benefit was operationalized using ten primary questions. The questions were:  

1. What do you think about the EBT Card as the new way to receive your 
food stamp benefit?  

2. Do you think the EBT Card is easier to use than the old food stamp 
paper coupon?  

3. Do you think using EBT card reduces the embarrassment associated 
with using food stamp coupon?  

4. Do you think the EBT system is better than waiting for your food stamp 
coupon in the mail?  

5. Do you think using the EBT card reduces theft associated with food 
stamp coupon?  

6. Do you think using the EBT card reduces fraud associated with food 
stamp coupon?  

7. Do you think using EBT card is a safe method to deliver food stamp 
benefit?  

8. Compared to the paper coupon, do you think the EBT card makes your 
benefit more reliable?  
   
  

9. Do you think the EBT card makes your benefit more secured? 



 
   

   
   
   
   
  

Perceived Problems  
To ascertain problems with the EBT system, respondents were asked: "How great 
a problem do you feel each of the following is about the new EBT Card?" 
Thirteen items indexed the problems: 1) Knowing your balance on food stamp 
account; 2) using food stamp benefits to buy food; 3) remembering your Personal 
Identification Number or changing it; 4) customer service help line; 5) keeping 
PIN secret; 6) help from store cashiers; 7) using the card at convenience stores; 8) 
taking good care of the card; 9) using the card out of Alabama; 10) closing your 
account without your knowledge; 11) removing your unused benefit after 90 days; 
12) replacing lost cards; and 13) machine line not working. The answer categories 
were: severe problem, minor problem, and not a problem. 

FINDINGS 

Regarding the first general question, respondents were asked to indicate whether the new 
way of receiving their food stamp benefits is "good," "fair," "poor," or "don’t know." 
Large majority of the sampled food stamp recipients (75.3%) felt that EBT system is 
good method of delivering program benefits while 16% felt it is a fair method. Only few 
were discontent with the method.  

The results for the other questions are presented in Table 1. Based on this data, 
large majorities of Macon County food stamp recipients prefer EBT system to 
food stamp coupons. Majority of them (74.4%) think the EBT card is easier and 
better to use than the old food stamp paper coupon. Approximately 63% of the 
respondents think the system reduces the embarrassment associated with using 
food stamp coupon in grocery stores. This finding indicates that the system 
improves food stamp program integrity. This finding is consistent with that of Abt 
Associates (1994) in Maryland. 

Other important findings in Table 1 are that the system reduces theft and fraud associated 
with food stamp coupons. According to the recipients, the EBT system is also a safe 
method to deliver food stamp benefits, makes benefit more reliable and secured. These 
findings indicate that the system will reduce cost of issuing and redeeming program 
benefits. In the paper-based issuance system, extra cost are incurred through agency 
losses such as coupons that are lost or stolen and then replaced.  

"Benefit diversion" occurs when food stamp benefits are not used for their intended 
purpose of buying program-authorized food items (Abt Associaties 1994; Federal EBT 
Task Force 1994). The primary sources of benefit diversion in the coupon issuance 



system are the provision of cash change after food stamp sale and the sale of program 
benefits for cash (trafficking, which is illegal). Based on the survey and ethnographic 
data, EBT also appears to make trafficking and benefit diversion more difficult. EBT 
system provides no cash change in food stamp purchases because the system deducts the 
exact amount of a purchase from the recipient's EBT account. The views of the local 
Department of Human Resources officials knowledgeable about issuance procedures and 
security indicate that the system reduces benefit trafficking.  

In sum, food stamp recipients in Macon County, Alabama who have experienced both 
EBT and coupon issuance systems overwhelmingly prefer the EBT system. There was a 
common perception that the system is better than using the food stamp coupon. Reason 
reported by recipients for preferring EBT include general convenience, increased security 
against loss or theft, and reduced embarrassment or stigma. Another reason why food 
stamp recipients prefer EBT is that, it reduces the time they spend each month to get their 
benefits.  

Recipients’ Reaction to the EBT System  

Here ‘s what some recipients have to say about EBT card:  

"Better than carrying a lot of food stamp coupons to grocery stores."  

"You have security and privacy when you buy groceries."  

"I think it’s a great change towards welfare reform." 
"Easy access to food stamp benefits without waiting for the mailman for 
delivery of coupons."  

"With the card, it is less tempting to use food stamp benefit on other 
things. It assures coupons are being used for food each month."  

"You always receive a receipt of any transaction and it will show your 
remaining balance."  

"You cannot get cash change for food stamp purchases anymore because 
the EBT system deducts exact amount of purchase from your account."  
   
  

Food Retailers  

Of the 21 food retailers surveyed, ninety percent said they prefer the EBT system to paper 
coupon issuance. Few still prefer paper coupon issuance. Some advantages of the EBT 
cited by retailers were easier depositing of program benefits, lower labor cost, increased 
sales, and the elimination of cash change for food stamp sales.  



For example, when a manager for a grocery store in the county what he thinks about the 
electronic benefit transfer as a new way recipients receive food stamp benefit, he said,  

One of the best advantage is that we no longer have to process food stamp 
coupons or checks. The EBT card eliminates counting and bundling of 
food stamp coupons. Calhoun’s money is deposited in its bank account in 
one day instead of an average of four days. Financial settlement into 
Calhoun's bank account is now faster, generally the next day. 

Furthermore, the manager said  
EBT card reduces checkout lane delays by eliminating the need to handle 
and count the food stamps, resulting in better and faster service for 
customers. 

Financial Institutions  

Financial institution representatives interviewed strongly favor the EBT system because it 
increases their revenues and lowers their operating costs. Of the 8 bank officials 
interviewed, not one stated a preference for food stamp coupons. "The bank benefit in 
that we no longer will have to collect the food stamp coupons, count and process them for 
redemption, a very expensive transaction," said a President and Chief Executive Officer 
of one Macon-based Bank.  

The Elderly  

Some elderly are having a hard time with the Personal Identification Number (PIN). They 
end up giving their PIN numbers to other relatives because they are afraid of what they 
call the "three strikes and you’re out rule." If you make a mistake with your PIN the first 
time, you only have three more tries to get it right or wait until the next day to try again. 
Another common problem among the elderly is that some are losing some of their food 
stamp benefits each month because the EBT system wipes out benefits that are not used 
within 90 days. One elderly lost her card and didn’t get a new one for almost three 
months. Some said their authorized representatives who have access to their benefits 
make purchases without their permission. This increases the risk of Benefit theft. Among 
the elderly, there is clearly a stigma attached to being on welfare.  

Department of Human Resources Administrator  

The Director, Macon County Department of Human Resources said that some of the 
advantages for them is that "we do not have to transport and safeguard food tamp coupon 
anymore." She also said that:  

The card will eventually reduce food stamp fraud in the future, Buchanan 
said. We can now know what items are purchased, at what store, at what 
time, and how much is spent. With these information, we can look for 
unusual patterns or transactions that might tip us off that there might be 
some questionable activity involved,. Before, there is no way to trace food 
stamp coupons once they leave the state or county offices. There is no way 



of knowing where the stamp has been and what it has bought when it gets 
back to the USDA," she added. 

Grocery Store Workers  

Some grocery store cashiers said she think the new card will help prevent fraud and cut 
down on confusion. One said "now there is less counting, recipients don’t have to worry 
about counting stamps or if they got enough." Another cashier said the system is cost 
efficient – saving check out time, money and lowering administrative costs.  

Perceptions about Problems 

The data in Table 2 show that majority of the food stamp recipients in Macon 
County do not see major problems with the EBT system except in the case of 
machine line not working. Nearly three-fourths of all respondents indicated that 
there are no problems with the system. Even larger proportion said that specific 
issues-using the card to buy food (84%); and keeping Personal Identification 
Number (PIN) secret were not problems. Other issues which received large 
percentage of "not a problem" ratings were: knowing your balance on food stamp 
account (79%); taking good care of the card (75.4%); help from store cashiers 
(75%); customer service help line (73%); remembering your Personal 
Identification Number or changing it (67%); replacing lost cards (66%); and using 
the card out of Alabama (61%). 

However, opinions varied on the issue of machine line not working. More than half of all 
the food stamp recipients (56%) said it is a problem. When asked during personal 
interviews about the drawbacks of the system, some retailers and recipients noted that 
they have problems with the EBT system when the line is not working.  
   
   

IN CONCLUSION 

Three research objectives were addressed in this analysis: 1. Ascertain empirically the 
benefits and problems associated with using EBT system to deliver food stamp benefits. 
2. To empirically determine if the system reduces benefit waste, fraud and abuse and 3. 
To determine the impact of the system on the elderly food stamp recipients. Data from a 
sample of food stamp recipients in Macon County, Alabama would seem to support the 
idea that there are many advantages associated with the EBT system. In this sample, there 
is a great deal of satisfaction with the EBT system with the exception of machine line not 
working, toward which they exhibited some degree of dissatisfaction. There was a 
common perception that the system is a safe and better way to deliver benefits, it 
eliminated waiting for mail delivery of food stamps, increased security, safety, and 
protection against loss and theft. The system also reduces social stigma associated with 
receiving public assistance, benefit waste, fraud and abuse. It increases the assurance that 
food stamp benefits are used appropriately. These findings are consisted with results 
reported by other researchers ( e.g., see Abt Associates 1994; Hamilton et al. 1987; 
USDA, FNS Office of Analysis and Evaluation 1993). Though some elderly recipients 



have had hard times with the system, majority of those interviewed are comfortable with 
the system.  

What can be concluded from these data? Although the data presented here are limited, 
one conclusion seems clear: substantial proportions of food stamp recipients in the study 
expressed positive images of the EBT system. The system was seen as satisfying and 
more likely to bring out the best in food assistance programs. The system was viewed as 
more self reliant and safer than the paper coupons. There is little evidence in the current 
data to suggest a widespread acceptance of negative or derogatory images of the EBT 
system. Rather, the results of the current study indicate that many Macon County food 
stamp recipients subscribe to the belief about the "goodness" of the EBT systems.  

While a generally widespread endorsement of a positive image of the EBT system was 
found, it was also the case that a minority of the subjects surveyed did not subscribe to 
this image. Who are these people? What are the social, economic, and lifestyle 
characteristics of those who do not believe in the EBT system? The answer to these 
questions are of interest not only to social scientists concerned with understanding the 
attitudes and values of people in American society, but also to public officials, planners 
and developers who seek to establish guidelines and programs to meet the preferences 
and desires of the publics they serve.  

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

EBT that began as a concept in the 1980s by the Food and Nutrition Services, United 
States Department of Agriculture became popular in 1993 when Vice President Al Gore 
announced a goal to create a nationwide electronic benefits delivery system for 
government benefits. That goal was codified in 1996 when welfare reform legislation 
mandated EBT be implemented in all states by October 1, 2002. The results of this study 
suggest it is a good program with excellent support among food stamp recipients. 
However, federal government policy makers and program planners need to contend with 
the tarnished perceptions of the system regarding the telephone lines not working. This 
implies that, more attention should be devoted to making the system communication lines 
better in the years ahead. More Automated Teller (ATM) machines should be provided in 
some rural areas where there are limited number of banks and they should be in order all 
the time.  

Additional research is needed in a variety of settings in order to substantiate the relative 
importance of the current findings in Alabama. For now, caution should be taken in 
generalizing results of this study to other rural and urban areas in the state and other 
geographical locations within the nation.  
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Table 1. Respondents’ Opinion about the Electronic Benefit Card (EBT)  

   PERCEN
T 

  YES NO DK 
Do you think the EBT Card is easier to use than the old food 
stamp paper coupon? 74.4 19.8  05.8



Do you think using EBT card reduces the embarrassment 
associated with using food stamp coupon? 62.6  28.5 08.9

Do you think the EBT system is better than waiting for your food 
stamp coupon in the mail? 86.6  09.6  03.8

Do you think using the EBT card reduces theft associated with 
food stamp coupon? 78.7  15.4 05.9

Do you think using the EBT card reduces fraud associated with 
food stamp coupon?  65.6  23.1  11.3

Do you think using EBT card is a safe method to deliver food 
stamp benefit? 87.4  07.1 05.5

Compared to the paper coupon, do you think the EBT card 
makes your benefit more reliable? 74.9  15.5 09.6

Do you think the EBT card makes your benefit more secured? 79.0 12.6  08.3

 
   

Table 2. How great a problem do you feel each of the following is about the new 
EBT Card?  

   PERCENT 
   

  Severe 
Problem 

Minor 
Problem 

Not a 
Problem 

A. Knowing your balance on food stamp 
account 6.7  14.4 78.9 

B. Using food stamp benefits to buy food 6.5 9.6 84.0  
C. Remembering your PIN or changing it 9.7 22.9 67.4 
D. Customer service help line 9.5 18.1 72.5 
E. Keeping PIN secret 6.6  13.9 79.5 
F. Help from store cashiers 6.1  18.8  75.1 
G. Using the card at convenience stores 9.5 20.0  70.5 
H. Taking good care of the card 7.9  16.6 75.4 
I. Using the card out of Alabama 18.0  21.1  61.0 
J. Closing your account without your 
knowledge 24.1 20.6 55.3 

K. Removing your unused benefit after 90 
days 24.7 18.2 57.1 

L. Replacing lost cards 11.9 22.3 65.9 



M. Machine line not working 27.7 27.9  44.4  
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