
Over a five year period, the Texas Association of Community Action Agencies, Inc. (TACAA) worked with the state of Texas to design and implement outreach for the Food Stamp Program.  The goal of the outreach efforts was to reach eligible households that were not claiming food stamp benefits.  All phases of the outreach were successful.  While the total cost to Texas of these efforts was less than one million dollars, the net gain to Texas was over one billion dollars in federal funds that would not otherwise have been received in Texas.  

Furthermore, providing this assistance to low income households makes “good business sense” for Texas.  The Food Stamp Program benefits impact the recipient households spending in general, increasing spending on food items and also shifting cash income previously spent on food to spending on needed nonfood items.  Ultimately, the increase in food stamp expenditures stimulates Texas’ economy.  Using conservative estimates, the Texas expenditure of one million dollars on food stamp outreach resulted in about 1.85 billion dollars spent in the local economy – an excellent return on investment!

Outreach Efforts & Improvements

The outreach efforts consisted of three phases.  In all phases, TACAA worked with community-based organizations to provide the local outreach services.  The local organizations were responsible for providing information, assisting with applications, following up on people assisted, and obtaining free media promotion.  Each phase learned lessons from the previous, implemented improvements, and exceeded prior outcomes.

The greatest outreach design improvements occurred between the first phase and phases two and three.  

· During phase one (2000-2001), the local agencies did not dedicate a full time staff person to work on FSP outreach efforts.  Consequently, staffing for FSP outreach was inconsistent.  When other demands peaked for the agencies, staff was re-assigned causing the FSP effort to decline or cease.  During phases two and three (2002-2005), local agencies maintained, at a minimum, one paid full time staff person dedicated to FSP outreach.  Consequently, the accuracy and consistency of the outreach information improved greatly during the latter phases.

· During phases two and three (2002-2005), the state agency staff (both at the main office and local levels) was much more integrally involved than during phase one.  Indeed, the state staff served as invaluable resources for training, day-to-day information about the FSP program administration, and eligibility updates as necessary.  Furthermore, the state staff provided important feedback about application problems and processing that were then quickly addressed with the local agencies’ staff; thus maximizing the outreach efforts running smoothly and maintaining credibility.

One procedure that changed between phase two and phase three is worthy of note.

· During phase one and two, the local agency staff were required to assist potentially eligible people by meeting with them face-to-face.  During phase three, this requirement was relaxed to allow for application assistance to occur by telephone in addition to face-to-face meetings.  Although some of the community groups established systems to assist, and follow-up with, people over the telephone, none of the community agencies decided that telephone assistance was more effective than face-to-face interaction.  

Lessons Learned

Texas continues to be fifth in the nation with a high percent of people living in poverty
 and has the second-highest rate of food insecurity in the country.
  Simultaneously, Texas has a high percent of households eligible for FSP but not participating.  Despite recent years’ improvements, less that half of the eligible people in Texas are receiving FSP benefits.
  Not only does this translate into Texas families suffering needlessly; it also means dollars lost for the state’s economy.  

Community-based FSP outreach is effective.  Key elements include having full-time staff from the community agencies dedicated to the outreach effort.  Continual involvement of the state agency coordinating with the local community staff is important to maintaining accurate and current information for clients.   Meeting face-to-face with clients is most effective to ensure completion of the application and submittal.  
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