
About Income Limits for Food Stamps
What are income limits for food stamps?
Federal law limits eligibility for food stamps to individuals earning less than 130 percent of the federal poverty 

level – roughly $32,000 per year for a family of four. In recent years, several states have used eligibility loopholes 

to expand eligibility beyond the federal standard. In some states, individuals can still qualify for food stamps 

even if they are earning as much as twice the federal poverty level – roughly $49,000 per year for a family of 

four. To put this in perspective, this is four times what a typical family can earn and still receive welfare cash 

assistance through TANF.

How many people would be impacted by income limits?
Nationally, between 2 million and 3 million individuals are receiving food stamps despite having income higher 

than the standard set by federal law. By adjusting eligibility to the federal limit, states can move these individuals 

to independence and ensure that limited resources are preserved for the truly needy.

Who will be impacted if states transition to the federal income limit?
The largest group of people who would be impacted are non-disabled, working-age adults. More than 63 

percent of these households have no dependent children and nearly 84 percent of these households are 

headed by individuals with at least a high school diploma or G.E.D. Those impacted also have significantly 

higher incomes than other enrollees, with an average incomes three times as high as the average income of 

those who meet federal income standards. 

What is the impact of states not enforcing federal income limits when their 
neighbors are?
States with more generous welfare eligibility often become “welfare magnets,” particularly when neighboring 

states have more traditional eligibility rules. This creates a spillover effect on other state-funded welfare 

programs and diverts limited resources away from the truly needy. It also traps more enrollees in dependency 

and discourages full-time work, negatively impacting local economies.

Will income limits save taxpayers money?
If all states checked adjusted income eligibility to the federal limits, taxpayers would save up to $1.3 billion per 

year in food stamp benefits. While these savings would largely accrue to the federal government, states may 

experience spillover effects in other, state-funded welfare programs – primarily Medicaid. Additionally, states are 

likely to experience an increase in income tax collections as enrollees replace lost food stamps with additional 

income. States and municipalities that collect sales tax on food items would also see a modest increase in 

sales tax revenue, as former enrollees would begin to pay sales tax on grocery purchases that were previously 

untaxed.
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