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This report examines the Food Stamp caseload in metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas in 
Texas. The primary objectives are to identify and evaluate economic, sociodemographic, and 
policy factors associated with the dynamics of Food Stamp utilization and to examine the 
effects of such factors on the decline in the Food Stamp caseload in Texas. Much of the current 
research examining the dynamics of the Food Stamp caseload in the welfare reform period has 
examined aggregate caseload data or national surveys. While these findings have demonstrated 
marginal economic and policy effects on the Food Stamp caseload decline, few regional studies 
and comparisons of metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas within a state have been 
completed. Due to the substantial demographic and socioeconomic variation in metropolitan 
and nonmetropolitan areas in Texas, an examination of the effects of economic and policy 
factors in nonmetropolitan Texas may provide useful information for the evaluation of other 
vulnerable population groups throughout the South.  

Descriptive and analytical methods are used to evaluate the micro-level and macro-level factors 
that were associated with the Food Stamp caseload in Texas from September 1995 through 
December 1999. Monthly administrative Food Stamp data are examined in conjunction with 
other county-level contextual data. Multilevel models examine the effects of micro-level and 
macro-level factors on exit probabilities and caseload decline.  

The patterns of decline in the Food Stamp caseloads in metropolitan and nonmetropolitan 
areas in Texas suggest that both economic and policy factors may be affecting the rates of 
decline. From September 1995 to December 1999, Food Stamp caseload decline has been 
substantial, dropping 47.6 percent in metropolitan areas and 37.0 percent in nonmetropolitan 
areas in Texas. Both metropolitan and nonmetropolitan caseloads have experienced relatively 
greater rates of decline following the passage of welfare reform legislation. The 
nonmetropolitan caseload had a larger relative increase in its rate of decline following welfare 
reform. Metropolitan post-reform caseload decline has been dominated by a decrease in the 
number of entries while nonmetropolitan decline has been more affected by an increase in the 
number exiting. Since the metropolitan caseload began declining prior to welfare reform and 
the decline in the number entering the caseload has accelerated caseload decline in the post-
reform period, this suggests that the metropolitan decline may be more affected by economic 



conditions reducing the participation rates. In contrast, the nonmetropolitan caseload declined 
slightly prior to welfare reform and had a substantial increase in the number exiting the 
caseload in the post-reform period, which suggests this may be more indicative of policy-
related processes affecting the decline rate.  

The descriptive characteristics of the composition of the Food Stamp caseload differ for 
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas, but these differences are comparable to the 
differences in the total population of these two areas. The nonmetropolitan caseload is older 
and has relatively more Anglos, lower levels of education, a larger percentage working, more 
long-term recipients, and fewer able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs). Both 
caseloads experienced post-reform reductions in the proportions of long-term clients, increases 
in short-term clients, increases in the percentage of clients able to obtain work without 
assistance, decreases in the percentage of clients with severe work impediments, increases in 
recipients with a medical incapacity, increases in the percentage of disqualified heads, 
increases in the percentage of Food Stamp only cases, decreases in the proportions of ABAWDs, 
and reductions in the months of Food Stamp certification. While the metropolitan caseload had 
pre- to post-reform changes in its demographic characteristics, the nonmetropolitan caseload 
composition remained quite stable across time. The metropolitan caseload experienced a post-
reform increase in the percentage employed, but the nonmetropolitan employment level was 
relatively constant. The changes in the composition of the metropolitan Food Stamp caseload 
during the post-reform period resulted in a selective accumulation of clients with lower 
education levels and less work experience while the demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics of the nonmetropolitan caseload remained relatively constant.  

The probability that an individual would exit the Food Stamp caseload was affected by different 
economic factors in the pre- and post-reform periods in nonmetropolitan areas. The 
nonmetropolitan probability of exit was associated with declines in the unemployment rate in 
1995 and increases in wages in 1999. By contrast, the probability of exiting the metropolitan 
caseload was associated with both declining unemployment and rising wages in both 1995 and 
1999. In 1995, the effect of declines in the unemployment rate on the probability of exiting is 
about 2.7 times more for the metropolitan caseload. Reduction in the number of months 
certified is associated with a higher probability of exit for both caseloads, but in 1999, the 
metropolitan effect for this variable was about 2.0 times greater than that for the 
nonmetropolitan caseload.  

The overall rates of decline in the Food Stamp caseload were affected by both economic and 
policy factors, but the magnitude of these effects were significantly different in 
nonmetropolitan areas. Decline in the unemployment rate significantly decreased the size of 
the Food Stamp caseload, but the magnitude of this effect in nonmetropolitan areas was 
almost half of that for the metropolitan caseload. Similar to the economic effects, the 
magnitude of the effect of policy changes that tightened the certification periods of Food 
Stamp receipt in nonmetropolitan areas is about one fifth the size of the effect in metropolitan 
areas. These findings suggest that the nonmetropolitan caseload is significantly affected by 



economic and policy factors but the magnitude of these effects is substantially less than the 
effect for the metropolitan caseload.  

The analysis indicates that although economic and policy factors have affected the 
nonmetropolitan caseload the impacts of these factors have been less than the effects on the 
metropolitan caseload. Although the two caseloads share similarities, there are differences in 
the relative impacts of the factors as well as differing responses following the passage of 
welfare reform. Even with a 37.0 percent decline, the nonmetropolitan caseload experienced 
little change in its demographic composition and the percentage of the caseload that is 
employed. Given this apparent insularity, the empirical measures examined do not fully 
account for nonmetropolitan caseload decline. Rather, the overall results suggest that the 
lower rate of decline in the nonmetropolitan caseload is due to differences in the economic 
conditions, opportunity structures, and demographic characteristics of the metropolitan and 
nonmetropolitan Food Stamp caseloads. Address all correspondence to Tami Swenson, Center 
for Demographic and Socioeconomic Research and Education, Department of Rural Sociology, 
Texas A&M University, College Station, Texas 77843-2125, 979/862-3060, 
tswenson@rsocsun.tamu.edu 
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