
Introduction

unding for workforce
training programs is
limited. Many of the
traditional funding

streams used to cover the costs of
these programs have been cut, leav-
ing administrators to think creatively
about alternative funding sources.
One possibility is the Food Stamp
Employment and Training program
(FSET), which supports employ-
ment and training services for food
stamp participants.1 FSET funds are
targeted toward providing services
for non-working able-bodied recipi-
ents without children under age six,
with a particular emphasis on non-
working able-bodied adults without
dependents (ABAWDs), who are eli-
gible for food stamps for only three
months in a three-year period unless
they meet a work requirement. In
order to be eligible for food stamps,

households have to meet income
tests—unless all members are receiv-
ing TANF, SSI, or (in some places)
general assistance. For example, a
two-person household would have to
have a gross monthly income below
$1,430 to qualify for food stamps.2

Like other workforce training pro-
gram participants, many adult,
unemployed food stamp recipients
face significant employment barriers.
State and local agencies report that
many food stamp employment and
training participants have limited
education and work experience,
along with other barriers such as
undiagnosed physical and mental
health issues, substance abuse, and
homelessness. (Nationally represen-
tative data are not available.) These
characteristics are reported to be
especially prevalent among the
ABAWD population.3

This brief provides an overview of
the FSET program and funding
streams and discusses ways that
workforce training programs can
access FSET funds to improve the
employability of FSET participants. 

Background on the
Food Stamp
Employment and
Training Program 

Federal administration of the FSET
Program is housed within the Food
and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the
United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA). FSET was
created by the Food Security Act in
1985 to provide opportunities for
food stamp recipients to improve
their employment prospects and
reduce reliance on food stamps.4

The FSET program was revamped
in 1996 with the passage of the
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welfare reform law, which imposed
a time limit on food stamp receipt
by ABAWDs. Soon thereafter,
FSET funding was increased sub-
stantially, and states were required
to focus their efforts on the
ABAWD population. However,
many states were not able to spend
the full amount of their FSET
allocation. As a result, the 2002
Farm Bill reduced federal FSET
funding and increased state flexi-
bility in allocating the funds; how-
ever, it included a pool of
unmatched federal funds for states
that committed to providing FSET
activities for all of their “at risk”
ABAWDs—those facing the risk of
termination under the time limits.5

Food stamp work
requirements6

Each working-age member of a
food stamp household must register
for work unless exempt. Work
exemptions are allowed for:7

■ Individuals under 16 or over 60
years old;

■ Individuals medically certified as
physically or mentally unfit for
employment;

■ Individuals subject to and com-
plying with any work require-
ment under title IV-A of the
Social Security Act (the
Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families program);

■ Parents with dependents six years
old or younger;

■ Individuals receiving unemploy-
ment compensation;

■ Individuals involved in a drug or
alcoholic treatment program;

■ Individuals who are employed or
self-employed for at least 30
hours a week; and 

■ Individuals enrolled at least half
time in school, training, or
another institution of higher 
education.

According to GAO estimates of the
FY 2001 caseload, almost all food
stamp recipients (about 91 percent)
fall into one of these exemption cat-
egories, leaving a small percentage
of the case load (1.56 million indi-
viduals) that is required to work.8 In
addition to registering for work,
those not exempt must provide
information to the state agency
about employment status or avail-
ability to work, accept any bona fide
offer of suitable employment, and
participate in a FSET or workfare
program if assigned by the state.9

States must operate a FSET pro-
gram, but they do have a great deal
of flexibility regarding what subsets
of food stamp recipients to target.10

Time limits for ABAWDs

As mentioned, the 1996 welfare
reform law imposed a new time
limit on ABAWDs. Individuals sub-
ject to these time limits may only
receive food stamps for three
months in a three-year period unless
they meet a work requirement. This
can be done by working at least 20
hours per week, participating in a
workfare or comparable program
for the maximum number of hours
that can be required to “work off”
the food stamp benefit,11 or partici-
pating in another qualifying work
activity (excluding job search) for at
least 20 hours per week.

Food stamp recipients are exempt
from the ABAWD time limits if
they are:

■ Under 18 or over 50 years old,

■ Medically certified as physically or
mentally unfit for employment,

■ Responsible for a dependent
child,

■ Pregnant, or

■ Otherwise exempt from the regu-
lar food stamp requirements to
register for work.

In addition, the law allows (but does
not require) states to waive the
three-month time limit for
ABAWDs in areas of the state that
have insufficient jobs, as determined
by the Department of Labor’s defi-
nition of Labor Surplus Areas.12

States may also exempt a small pro-
portion of their ABAWD caseload
from the time limit on a discre-
tionary basis.13

Food stamp employment and
training components14

States are required to operate
FSET programs but have discretion
over which of the components to
offer. The allowable components
include:

■ Job search. Making, over a spec-
ified time period, inquiries to
employers about potential
employment

■ A job search training pro-
gram. Includes basic job search
activities as well as support activi-
ties such as job skill assessments,
job finding clubs, job placement
services, and other direct training
or support activities



■ Workfare. Recipients perform
work in a public service capacity
and receive, instead of wages,
compensation in the form of
their household’s monthly
coupon allotment.

■ Work experience. Recipients
participate in a program designed
to increase the employability of
individuals through actual work
experience for the allowable num-
ber of hours (which can be in the
private sector) and/or training.

■ Education. Programs or activi-
ties that will enhance basic skills
and employability, including but
not limited to Adult Basic
Education (ABE), English as a
Second Language (ESL), high
school equivalency (GED), and
postsecondary education

■ Self-employment training. A
program that provides training in
creating and operating a small
business or other self-employ-
ment venture

■ A program that has goals similar
to those of the FSET program,
such as supported work, WIA
programs, and other state and
local programs

An employability plan must be
developed for each FSET partici-
pant, describing the employment
goals and the length of participation
in each component designed to
achieve these goals. Employability
plans can include a combination of
activities to meet hour requirements
and employment goals. Recipients
may not be required to participate
for more hours than their house-
hold’s food stamp allotment for the
month divided by the applicable
minimum wage, nor may the sum of

hours of participation and hours of
employment exceed 120 per month.

It is important to ensure that states
make employment-related activities
voluntary components of the food
stamp program so that states are
not required to eliminate a family’s
food stamps if a parent does not
meet the work requirements.

Types of FSET funds and
allowable uses

As with other federal funding
streams, there are specific types of
funding within the FSET program
and detailed guidelines on how
state and local areas can access and
spend FSET funds. There are five
funding streams that support the
FSET program. 

Two are 100 percent 
federally funded:

■ 100 percent federal adminis-
tration grants. For Fiscal Years
2002 through 2007, $90 million
is authorized for these grants.15

As provided in the 2002 Farm
Bill (PL 107-171), states are eligi-
ble to receive funding based on a
“reasonable formula” that is
adjusted by the Secretary of
Agriculture and that takes into
account the number of ABAWDs
that are not exempt from the
work requirement. Each state is
guaranteed to receive at least
$50,000 for administering the
FSET program.16 In FY 2006,
the funds were divided with 90
percent based on the number of
work registrants in each state and
10 percent according to the num-
ber of non-exempt ABAWDs.
Additional carryover funds were
available to ensure that no state’s

allocation decreased by more
than 20 percent from its FY 2004
level. Allocations thus ranged
from $9.9 million (California) to
$50,000 (Guam and the Virgin
Islands).17 Receipt of these funds
is contingent on the approval of
the state agency’s employment
and training plan.18

■ Additional ABAWD dollars.
States that guarantee to serve all
ABAWDs at risk of losing food
stamp benefits because of the
three-month time limit are eligi-
ble for additional 100 percent
federal funds.19 For Fiscal Years
2002-2007, $20 million is author-
ized for these additional grants to
states.20 In FY 2006, 12 states
made this pledge and received
amounts ranging from $6.2 mil-
lion (New York) to $161,000
(Delaware).21

Three of these funding
streams match state
expenditures at a 50 percent
reimbursement rate:

■ 50 percent match for adminis-
tration. FNS will reimburse
states for 50 percent of FSET
program operation administrative
costs that exceed those covered
by the 100 percent administrative
grant. There is no cap on these
reimbursements.22

■ 50 percent match for depend-
ent care. States may receive a 50
percent match of federal funds to
reimburse FSET participants for
dependent care costs that are
necessary for the individual to
participate in the FSET
program.23

■ 50 percent match for trans-
portation and other partici-
pant expenses. States may
receive a 50 percent match for
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transportation and other partici-
pant expenses that are necessary
and directly related to participa-
tion in the FSET program.24

This includes but is not limited
to training- or education-related
expenses such as uniforms, per-
sonal safety items or other neces-
sary equipment, and books or
training manuals.25 It may also
include such expenses as vision
correction, dental work, legal
assistance, and housing assistance
needed to enable a recipient to
participate in a FSET compo-
nent. However, it does not
include services needed to over-
come barriers to participation
that would otherwise make a par-
ticipant exempt, such as mental
health treatment or drug and
alcohol counseling. It also does
not include participant costs
related to starting or retaining
employment instead of a FSET
component.26 There is no cap on
this reimbursement. 

It is important to know that state
match sources may include state
general funds, cash or in-kind
grants by other nonfederal public
agencies and institutions (as long as
they are not being used for another
federal match program), and serv-
ices and real or personal property
donated by other non-federal public
agencies or institutions.27 A waiver,
however, is needed for private sec-
tor donations of cash to be counted,
and private in-kind donations may
not be counted.28

In addition, there are very specific
allowable and prohibited uses for
the funds:

■ FSET funds cannot be used to
subsidize the wage of individuals.29

■ FSET funds cannot supplant
existing non-federal education
funds for existing educational
services and activities.30

■ FSET funds cannot be spent 
on individuals who receive
TANF or maintenance of effort
(MOE) funds.31

■ FSET funds can be used to cover
the administrative costs of plan-
ning, implementing, and operat-
ing the FSET program; but they
cannot be used for assessments to
determine work readiness, for
registering participants for work,
or for other screening performed
during the certification process.
However, once an individual is
referred to an FSET program,
the funds can be used for assess-
ment purposes or to ensure par-
ticipation in the program.32

While states qualify for a given level
of funding through the basic
administrative grants, they can also
greatly increase their level of fund-
ing by leveraging the matching
funds available. In fact, for FY 2005
the federal administrative grants
outlay totaled $90 million; while the
administrative, participant expense,
and dependent care reimburse-
ments totaled $183.3 million.33

Potential Use of FSET
Funds for Workforce
Training Programs

Typical workforce training pro-
grams include many of the allow-
able activities under the FSET
program—such as job search train-
ing, skill assessment, work experi-
ence, and training. As such, these
programs could potentially access
FSET funds to subsidize these
components of the program.

However, because of the limitations
on the use of FSET funds—particu-
larly the ban on using them for
wage subsidies—a “funding cock-
tail” that combined FSET funds
with other funding streams would
be necessary to help support subsi-
dized employment programs, such
as transitional jobs programs.

The flexibility of match sources
expands the pool of funds available
for workforce training programs,
even if funds are not available for
wages. Many operating programs
may already be serving food stamp
participants, which may allow
crossover between the two pro-
grams, enabling them to draw
down matching funds. For exam-
ple, a transitional jobs program
designed to serve homeless individ-
uals could become an FSET
provider and receive match funds
for food stamp participants already
being served. The match funds
could then be used to help fund the
components of the program that
are allowable activities under
FSET—such as job search, skill
assessment, and training.

Workforce training programs may
also potentially be able to leverage
funds from the participant expense
matching fund to cover expenses
while an FSET participant is
engaged in the approved FSET
activity of the program. As noted
before, services that facilitate par-
ticipation in an allowable FSET
component are eligible for reim-
bursement, while those that
address barriers that qualify an
individual for an exemption are
not. For example, while providing
eyeglasses is an approved expense,



substance abuse treatment is not—
because individuals requiring treat-
ment are considered exempt from
work requirements.

To utilize matching dollars and/or
leverage resources in this way, pro-
grams must have and/or develop
the capacity to identify, track, and
bill for services for food stamp
recipients separately from all other
program participants.

Specific strategies and
program examples

A review of existing state FSET
plans and existing employment pro-
grams reveals a number of pro-
grams that have characteristics
similar to many workforce training
programs. These programs can
serve as examples for making the
case that such programs be included
in state FSET strategies.

Three types of promising practices
may be of particular interest to
workforce training programs seek-
ing to leverage FSET funds for
those components of their pro-
grams that are allowable under
FSET regulations. As mentioned
previously, these funds could be
used only during the time of the
allowable FSET activity.

■ Innovative state matching
Because of the wide range of
resources that can count towards
the FSET match, program opera-
tors should think creatively about
existing potential match sources.
Interesting examples include state
technical college funds from local
tax revenues, a combination of
state and local matches (e.g.,
state- and locally-funded employ-

ment programs), and private
foundation grants. For example,
the Milwaukee Area Technical
College (MATC) provides match-
ing funds on a per-student basis
for food stamp participants
enrolled in its newly developed
FSET program. To meet the 50
percent non-federal match
requirement, MATC contributed
to this program funds generated
through its local tax levy.

■ Coordinating with employ-
ment and training programs to
leverage resources 
Because FSET participants share
circumstances with other hard-
to-employ populations, individu-
als already receiving services
through an employment and
training program may also be
receiving—or be eligible to
receive—food stamps. States
choosing to serve voluntary par-
ticipants can expand the pool of
possible cross-referrals for serv-
ices and funds. For example, the
FSET regulations encourage co-
enrollment of food stamp partici-
pants in WIA. Individual training
account vouchers and on-the-job
training can apply towards quali-
fying activity requirements. As
funds are available, WIA inten-
sive services can be leveraged to
provide thorough assessments
and intensive case management
for dealing with issues that are
not directly related to employ-
ment and therefore not allowable
FSET activities but that could
impact an individual’s ability to
succeed in the workplace. State-
level WIA discretionary funds
can also be targeted toward
numerous hard-to-employ popu-
lations—such as veterans, home-
less, disabled individuals,
ex-offenders, and non-custodial

parents—who may also be food
stamp participants.

State- and locally-based and
funded employment and training
programs that already serve food
stamp recipients—or that have
the capability of serving them—
can provide additional services as
FSET providers. These funds
may be able to contribute toward
a state match. Project Rio—in
Tarrant County, Texas—is a
good example of coordination
between an FSET program and a
state-funded ex-offender pro-
gram. All ABAWDs in the
county are sent to Project Rio
for assessment and referral to
needed services. Services can
include assistance with child sup-
port payment plans, mental
health services, and substance
abuse services as well as job
development and training assis-
tance—activities that are not
FSET activities. The training
component of the program is
counted as the FSET activity and
the funds are blended seamlessly
to provide more comprehensive
services. Existing workforce
training programs could adopt a 
similar method of cross-referral
and combine funding streams 
to streamline services for 
FSET participants. 

Other potential sources of fund-
ing matches may include boards
of education, vocational education
agencies, employment services,
social services agencies, general
assistance work programs, and
other agencies or programs as
appropriate. These collaborations
can be developed through non-
financial interagency agreements,
contracts for the provision of
services, joint plans of operation
(e.g., a Food Stamp E&T
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Program and a TANF work pro-
gram prepare one integrated
operations plan or manual), infor-
mal referral procedures, joint
advisory committees, joint staff
training, or exchange of job
orders/job banks.

■ Using participant expense
funds to enhance program
quality
Many of the more comprehensive
workforce training programs,
including transitional jobs pro-
grams, offer individualized sup-
port services that help individuals
manage issues on the job and in
training. These services are essen-
tial yet costly. The participant
expense fund can potentially
become an important source of
funds that could help cover some
of the costs of these services. For
example, gas vouchers, bus passes,
dental work, legal services, and
housing assistance could all qualify
as expenses eligible for reimburse-
ment during those components of
a training program that are FSET
allowable activities.

Potential Ways to
Access Funds

Each state is required to submit an
FSET plan for the upcoming year
by August 15 of each fiscal year.34

Among other things, each plan must
include any substantial changes to
the previous year’s approved plan,
such as new programs created,
organizations providing services, or
support services to be provided.
FNS is responsible for approving
each state FSET plan.

The FNS 2003 FSE&T Handbook
offers full instructions on complet-
ing a state FSET plan (available at

www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Memo/
Support/pdfs/handbook-2003.pdf).
Often states require local entities to
develop local plans according to the
format of the state plan, local plans
that FNS may review if it requests.
Common challenges in developing a
plan include determining the num-
ber of individuals expected to be
served and the types of activities and
services to be included in the plan,
along with identifying funding ade-
quate for the number of individuals
to be served.

Incorporating new workforce train-
ing programs and transitional jobs
programs into a state strategy takes
advance planning, as the programs
need to be included in state FSET
plans. State administrators inter-
ested in developing transitional jobs
programs or other comprehensive
workforce training programs for
FSET participants need to start
planning early in the development
of a state plan. Similarly, workforce
training programs interested in
becoming a part of the FSET pro-
gram should develop a strategy for
working with state food stamp pro-
gram officials early in the planning
process. Program operators and
advocates should become familiar
with the current state plan and pro-
gram and identify ways in which
these programs can fit in with the
pre-existing program structure.
They should be able to describe the
type of program to be included in
the plan, how the program will
operate and coordinate with other
employment and training programs,
and how performance will be
tracked. In addition, great detail
should be paid to the specific rules

and regulations associated with
FSET funds and to the ways in
which the programs will ensure
compliance with the funding
restrictions, including allocating
expenses to specific funding
streams. Organizations should also
be prepared to identify match dol-
lars and certify that they do not
originate from federal funds and
have not been claimed as match for
other programs. 

Conclusion

Many workforce training programs
have proven to be effective at turn-
ing low-skilled, hard-to-employ
individuals into wage earners.
These programs could be beneficial
to FSET participants in their pur-
suit of stable employment. Many of
the activities allowable under FSET
are key components of proven
workforce training programs, and
programs should consider develop-
ing connections with state FSET
programs if they have not already
done so. As described in this brief,
program operators will need to
ensure that the activities funded
through FSET fall within the
allowable set of activities authorized
under FSET. To the extent that
programs contain components that
are not within FSET limitations—
such as the provision of wage subsi-
dies—they will need to blend FSET
funds with other funding sources to
cover costs. These funds could
potentially infuse much needed
money into programs struggling to
cover their operational costs.

http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Memo/Support/pdfs/handbook-2003.pdf
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