frequently asked questions

Asset Tests
•• What are asset tests?

Federal law requires that states check countable assets for individuals applying for food stamps.1,2
This policy is designed to ensure that limited resources are preserved for the truly vulnerable. In recent
years, several states have used eligibility loopholes in order to waive these asset tests.3 This loophole
allows individuals with significant financial assets—even millionaires—to receive food stamps.4

•• What is the asset limit?

Under federal food stamp rules, a household can have $2,250 in countable resources or $3,250 if at
least one household member is age 60 or older or is disabled.5 States also have the ability to set a
slightly higher threshold.6

•• What assets are checked and what assets are exempt?

Countable assets generally include cash, bank deposits, stocks, bonds, and other liquid assets owned
by the applicant. Most other types of assets are exempt, including the value of a home and the
surrounding property, household and personal goods, life insurance, pension funds or retirement
accounts, education savings accounts, and assets of enrollees receiving cash assistance or
supplemental security income. All states exempt at least one vehicle from the asset limit, while 33
states exempt all vehicles.7,8

•• Have states ever checked assets?

Most states stopped checking assets relatively recently. In 2000, approximately 47 states were enforcing
asset limits for those on food stamps. But as of 2015, 36 states have used a waiver to eliminate the
asset test and 4 states used waivers to raise the asset limit.9

•• Do other welfare programs have asset limits?

Most states enforce asset limits for low-income families receiving cash assistance through TANF
and elderly or disabled individuals receiving long-term care through Medicaid.10,11 These limits are
frequently even stricter than the federal standard for food stamps.12

•• How many people would be impacted if states checked assets in accordance
with federal law?

Nationally, as many as 4 million individuals are receiving food stamps despite having assets higher
than allowed under federal law. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, more than half of
households that pass the income test but fail the asset test have more than $20,000 in countable
assets.13 More than 20 percent of these households have more than $100,000 in countable assets,
including tens of thousands of households with nearly $1 million in assets or more.14 Michigan and
Maine recently began checking assets after identifying several high-profile cases of millionaire lottery
winners still collecting food stamps.15-17
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•• Who will be impacted if states check assets?

Most of the individuals impacted by asset testing are non-disabled, working-age adults.18 More than
68 percent of these impacted households have no dependent children. Nearly 90 percent of these
households are headed by individuals with at least a high school diploma or G.E.D., with two-thirds
headed by individuals with college educations.19 Those impacted are also much more likely to have
higher incomes.20

•• Will checking assets save taxpayer money?

If all states checked assets in accordance with federal law, taxpayers would save approximately
$7 billion per year. 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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