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[Local] program participation rates can assist efforts to increase 
in-work benefit access

Quantifying opportunity
How many more people could benefit from existing 
programs?

Targeting efforts
On what types of people, areas of the country [or state] 
should outreach efforts focus?

Designing programs
What features of existing programs could be modified to 
improve participation?

Measuring impact
Did outreach efforts/policy changes improve participation?
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Summary of findings from this presentation

Participation rates are nettlesome statistics
Require data on program participants AND entire population

Program data vary in their vintage/geographic specificity
These data are “silo-ed” in the same way as their programs
State/local agencies may have better data on hand than the 
national agencies/organizations to which they report

Program participation rates vary considerably in their 
derivation, detail, estimated levels, and implications

A push for coordinated study at the national level may 
yield benefits
Surely there are costs, too!
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Last year, Mark Greenberg [quite ably] reviewed national-level 
evidence on participation in major federal benefit programs

Who is target population?
9.2 million working families earned < 200% poverty

What are relevant programs?
Eligibility rules and national-level participation rates for 
EITC, child care, food stamps, Medicaid/SCHIP
EITC highest, child care lowest (but not entitlement)

How many working families access programs?
5% get Food Stamps, Medicaid/SCHIP, and child care
38% get none of these three
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Tax: Earned Income Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit

Health Insurance: Medicaid, SCHIP

Nutrition: Food Stamps, WIC

Child Care: CCDF-funded subsidies, CDCTC

What public benefit programs are of greatest interest?

Housing: Public housing, Housing Choice Vouchers

Entitlement area Discretionary area
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Participation in major federal benefit programs varies 
considerably, in part due to funding differences

Estimated 
national 
participation 
rates, various 
federal benefit 
programs
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What’s in a program participation rate?

Participation rate:  the percentage of a population 
eligible for a program that participates in the program

Rate  = Eligible population in program
Total eligible population

a) You must have information that allows you to estimate 
the size (and preferably the characteristics) of the 
eligible population

b) You must have information on the number of eligible
households/families/people who are in the program 
(and preferably their characteristics)
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What factors matter in determining eligibility for these programs?

Income
Amount (relative to poverty), sources (e.g., earned v. unearned)

Family characteristics
Number and age of children, where children live, fertility

Immigration status
Legal/undocumented status, year of arrival, SSN type

Assets
Savings, vehicles

Labor force characteristics
Work or schooling among adults (e.g., for child care)
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There are a limited number of data sources that can shed light on 
standard eligibility factors—especially with local detail

Current Population Survey
Monthly labor force survey of about 100,000 households
Collects information on participation in some programs, but tends 
to undercount participants
Can provide state-level information in many cases

Survey of Income and Program Participation
More comprehensive, longitudinal survey of 20k-40k households
Less opportunity to examine state and local-level variation

Other sources
Administrative data track number and characteristics of program 
participants, and can be compared with eligibility estimates
The American Community Survey has just reached full scale (3M 
households), and may provide useful estimates in future years
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For the five major program areas, I’ll provide information on…

Program participants
What administrative or other data are available that count the 
number of people participating in the program at the state 
and/or local level?
The “numerator” in the equation—but does not always account 
for ineligible participants
Can provide basic year-to-year information on program access

Program participation rate
What studies have estimated the percentage of eligible people 
who receive these benefits at the state and local levels?
The “numerator” over the “denominator” in the equation
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The Brookings website provides access to administrative data on EITC 
receipt and other tax data for geographies as small as ZIP codes

Data are 
available to 
describe a range 
of filer 
characteristics

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participants
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The USDA website provides access to county-level data on food stamp 
receipt and “access rates” through 2002

Users can view 
or download 
county-level 
information on 
food stamp 
receipt

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participants
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The Kaiser Family Foundation provides state-by-state data on 
Medicaid and SCHIP enrollment and eligibility rules

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participants
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The National Child Care Information Center provides state-by-state profiles of 
the number of children in CCDF-funded care, and licensed providers

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participants
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HUD provides access to state/local administrative data on subsidized 
households (public housing, vouchers, tax credit) but only through 1998*

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participants

* A more up-to-date 
though difficult to 
use HUD database 
tracks the location of 
units with certain 
project-based 
subsidies
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Where good data are lacking, state/local groups may be helpful in providing 
program participation data for state/local efforts

KidsCOUNT and other research groups
Often track enrollment in programs for families with children
Rhode Island group on food stamp enrollment trends at state and 
local levels for adults and children: 
http://www.rikidscount.org/matriarch/documents/indicator13.pdf

State human services agencies
Can often provide local data on program participants and their 
characteristics
State of Alabama on Medicaid enrollment by county in FY 2005: 
http://www.medicaid.alabama.gov/documents/Resources/4J-
4_Annual%20Reports/4J-Medicaid.AR2005.pdf

State/local nonprofit service provider networks
Illinois Network of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies: 
http://www.ilchildcare.org/parentsandpublic/data.htm
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The IRS has not updated its state-level estimates of EITC participation 
since tax year 1996 (SIPP matched to tax return data)

Percentage of 
eligible EITC 
recipients filing 
taxes, TY1996

> 95%

90 to 95%

85 to 90%

80 to 85%

< 80%

Source: IRS (2002)

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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IRS found other factors correlated with EITC take-up

Part. Rate 
(%)

% of non-
part.

Income
Phase-in-range 65 50
Max range 83 12
Phase-out range 89 38

Qualifying children
None 71 41
One or more 86 59

Country of origin
Latin American 76 24
Asian 86 2
Other/native 84 74

Part. Rate 
(%)

% of non-
part.

Other benefits
Unemployment 90 2
Public Assistance 65 16
Food Stamps 71 30
Subsidized housing 75 5
Free school lunch 82 30

Education
Less than HS 75 36
HS diploma 84 34
Post-HS 84 30

Source: IRS (2002)
Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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USDA commissions annual reports on state-level participation in Food Stamps 
among the working poor (comparing administrative to CPS data)

% of eligible 
individuals in 
working families 
receiving food 
stamps, 2003

> 70%

60 to 70%

50 to 60%

40 to 50%

< 40%

Source: USDA (2006)
Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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The Food Research and Action Center (FRAC) has developed rough 
estimates of participation for large urban counties (using ACS data)

FRAC’s Local 
Access Indicator 
for 25 large 
urban city-
counties, 2003

Source: FRAC (2006)

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates



BROOKINGS METROPOLITAN POLICY PROGRAM

USDA has studied WIC participation as well, but has not 
estimated state- or local-level rates (using SIPP data)

# eligible # partic. % covered
Pregnant women 1,214,682 845,071 70
Breastfeeding women 671,869 457,592 68
Post-partum women 725,703 571,941 79
Infants 2,357,452 1,959,486 83
Children (age 1-4) 8,498,839 3,850,275 45

Total 13,468,545 7,684,365 57

Participation 
estimates for 
WIC program, 
2003

Source: USDA (2006)

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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The American Academy of Pediatrics has analyzed Medicaid/SCHIP 
enrollment and participation for children (using CPS data)

% of eligible 
children in 
Medicaid/ 
SCHIP program, 
2005

> 80%

70 to 80%

60 to 70%

50 to 60%

< 60%

Source: AAP (2006)

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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Child care participation is analyzed more sporadically; latest estimates 
are based on 1999 rules (and do not include rates—based on TRIM3)

Estimates of 
child-care 
eligible 
population by 
state, 1999

Source: ASPE (2002)

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Program participation rates
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Other research has examined variation in child care tax credit use 
among lower-income families

Cities and suburbs 
ranked by % of 
EITC recipients 
with children 
claiming CDCTC, 
TY 2003

Tax
Nutrition
Health Insurance
Child Care
Housing

Source: Berube (2006)

Program participation rates
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The availability of program participation data, and participation rate estimates 
(and underlying methodology), varies considerably across these five areas

Tax Nutrition* Health Child care Housing
Participation data
Lowest geo available ZIP County State State Tract
Source Brookings USDA KFF NCCIC HUD
Latest year available 2003 2002 2003 2004 1998****

Participation rates
Lowest geo available State State State State*** n/a
Source IRS USDA AAP** HHS n/a
Data used SIPP CPS CPS CPS n/a
Year 1996 2003 2005 1999 n/a

* For Food Stamp program; participation data and access indicators are available for 25 large urban city/counties at www.frac.org; 
WIC participation rate estimates are only available at national level
** For children only
***HHS also produced a national estimate for 2003
****See earlier note on more recent HUD source
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How might we get better, comparable, more up-to-date estimates 
of public benefit access among working families?

Who?
Would need to involve significant cross-agency collaboration
To greatest degree possible, rely on comparable data to measure 
eligibility for various programs
Possibilities: CBO, GAO, Interagency Forum on Child and Family 
Statistics; or contractor consortia (Urban, Mathematica, etc.)
Could also involve reframing “Indicators of Welfare Dependence”

How?
Examine benefit receipt among working families at state level (at 
a minimum)
Could make use of new sources (American Community Survey)
Should analyze characteristics of eligible non-participants
Should examine factors affecting take-up (policy v. demography)
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Source information

Tax
Nutrition
Health
Child care
Housing
Housing

EITC
Food Stamps
Food Stamps
WIC
Medicaid/SCHIP
Child care
CDCTC

http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/05/elig-ccsub/index.htm

http://www.frac.org/pdf/cities2006.pdf

http://www.brookings.edu/metro/pubs/eitc/20060209_newsafety.pdf

http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/taxfacts/papers/irs_eitc.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/oane/MENU/Published/FSP/FILES/Participation/WorkingPoor2003.pdf

http://www.fns.usda.gov/oane/MENU/Published/WIC/FILES/WICEligibles.pdf

http://www.aap.org/research/cps.pdf

Participation rate studies

http://www.ncic.org
http://www.huduser.org/datasets/assthsg/statedata98/index.html

Participation data
http://webapps.brookings.edu/eitc

http://ers.usda.gov/data/foodstamps/
http://statehealthfacts.org

http://www.hud.gov/offices/hsg/mfh/exp/mfhdiscl.cfm
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www.brookings.edu/metro


