
Samuel Hammond is the Poverty and Welfare Policy Analyst for the Niskanen Center and can be reached 
at shammond@niskanencenter.org. Robert Orr is an intern within the Poverty and Welfare program. 

                                 

  
Redefining Public Charge - Appendix  
By Samuel Hammond and Robert Orr 
 

 
This appendix provides methodological information for our report, Redefining Public 
Charge, as well as state level figures by program. The original report can be found here. 
 
Estimates for the number of individuals impacted by the draft executive order were 
calculated using the Current Population Survey (CPS).  The CPS is a survey conducted 
by the federal government that collects information on the persons, families, and 
household in the United States.  The survey reflects the civilian noninstitutional 
population of the country.   
 

Benefits Supplied at Personal & Household Level 
The CPS tracks the receipt of most federal benefits at the personal level.  This includes 
Medicaid and cash assistance (TANF).  However, a number of public benefits are 
recorded at the household level such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) and the National School Lunch Program (NSLP).  For benefits delivered at the 
household level, the CPS cannot discern the immigration status of the intended 
recipient for households containing both citizens and noncitizens.  In households where 
this is the case, this may lead analysis of household-delivered benefits to overstate the 
estimate.  This is of particular relevance for the National School Lunch Program, where 
a noncitizen parent would be counted as receiving the benefit even if his children were 
native-born citizens.  For this reason, we give an estimate for the receipt of public 
benefits for any program as well as any program excluding the NSLP (See Table). 
 

Sampling Error 
The CPS is sample based and therefore subject to sampling error. This is especially 
true for groups like immigrants that are harder to count.  For example, immigrants are 
less likely to speak English and more likely to use temporary housing 
arrangements.  Many undocumented immigrants are wary of responding to government 
census workers out of fear that they will be reported for to the federal government.  
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The estimates displayed in the table below represent the “best estimate” according to 
the CPS, but sampling error may lead to divergence from the exact number.  For 
example, the estimated size of the noncitizen population that entered the country during 
the last 5 years and also uses at least one public benefit program in California is 
441,081 and the standard error for this estimate is 51,639.  A calculation of 1.645 x 
51,639 produces a 90% confidence interval of 356,134 to 526,029 for the 
estimate.  This means there is a 90% chance that the number of noncitizens that have 
entered the country in the previous 5 years is between 356,134 and 526,029. 
 
The population estimates of states with smaller immigrant populations have higher 
standard errors.  Additional caution should be exercised when citing estimates from 
smaller states or from individual programs.  Low confidence estimates are displayed in 
red (see table below). 
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Table: Immigrants Receiving Public Benefits, Entered Country during 
Previous 5 Years, by State and Program 
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