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Sliding scale payment plans are often used by charitable
organizations as well as businesses to allow access

to services by individuals and households with lower
incomes, while still sustaining enough income to support
future service.

Sliding scales base service fees on the level of income and/or wealth of the client, with clients with higher incomes paying a
higher price and subsidizing services provided to clients with lower incomes who are charged a fee generally below service cost.
Scales used by such organizations range from proportional payment plans to a simple fixed discount if income falls below a set
threshold. Many food assistance programs, including some local Meals on Wheels affiliates, use sliding scales to partially fund
their operations. Meals on Wheels provides home delivered meals to the elderly who may face mobility issues.

Example of a Sliding Scale (New Dawn Meals on Wheels)
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ANNUAL INCOME
Below $25,000

ANNUAL INCOME
$25,001-$40,000

ANNUAL INCOME
$40,001-$50,000

ANNUAL INCOME
$50,000 and Above

COST PER MEAL

$5

COST PER MEAL

ST

COST PER MEAL

$10

COST PER MEAL

$12

Objectives

In this project, we seek to determine how the use of sliding scales influences demand for services among potential clients of the
Meals on Wheels program. Our objective is to find information that would help to design fee schedules that are perceived to be
“fair” by clients. To achieve this objective, we investigated how the structure of a sliding scale affected the perception of fairness
by both individuals with low incomes and individuals with high incomes. We investigated the following questions:

1. Do individuals with low incomes and individuals with high incomes prefer scales in which everyone pays a positive amount
(i.e. no one receives the service for free)?

2. Do individuals with high incomes prefer a payment scheme that is closer to charging all clients the same fee?

3. Do individuals with low incomes prefer a payment scheme with a larger difference in payment between income groups?
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Findings

We conducted two surveys fielded by Qualtrics through their national panel to test our hypotheses:

‘ What We Asked @ ‘ Who We Asked P,O\(% What We Found Q

Survey One In the first survey, participants Individuals with half reporting Participants with lower incomes
were asked to consider an income greater than $50k displayed strong preferences for
participation in a meal program per year, and half reporting an paying more than $0 for their
where they would be charged income below this threshold meals. Individuals with higher
a fee per meal. They were then (N=1,491). incomes preferred that the lower
asked about a series of potential price and the higher price be
fee schedules. All charges would close in value.
result in an average revenue of
$5 per meal to the organization,
but fees for the low-income
group ranged from $0 to $5in
different scales.

Survey Two A second group of survey Individuals were asked for their In most cases, subjects in the
participants were asked similar income, and then randomly low- and high-income groups
questions about their perception assigned to either be below agreed on the fairest scales, with
of fairness. In this context, we or above a specified income low income preferring to pay
were looking for how being threshold (N = 1,550). non-zero amounts, and both
assigned to a low- or high- groups preferring a substantial
income group might change difference in price.
perceptions of fairness.

What does this mean?

Allindividuals preferred a sliding scale where individuals with higher incomes paid slightly more than individuals with lower incomes,
but no one received the service for free. It also means that individuals with lower incomes preferred a slightly bigger split between
the low price and the high price ($3-$7) compared to individuals with higher incomes who preferred a slightly smaller split ($4-$6).

Practical Implications

If your organization is interested to try a sliding scale that subsidized individuals with lower incomes, you may want to
follow these tips:

1. Set prices higher for individuals with higher incomes.
2. Askindividuals with lower incomes to pay something more than $0. =

3. If you have two income brackets, set the higher price 20-40% higher than the lower price. For more income
brackets, this split may serve as a starting point.

This publication was made possible by Contract Number GS00F010CA/140D0421F0706 and Grant Number 90PD0304 from the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE), Administration for
Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the Office of Planning,
Research, and Evaluation, the Administration for Children and Families, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Additionally, the findings and conclusions in this presentation are those
of the authors and should not be construed to represent any official USDA or U.S. Government determination or policy. The survey for this research was administered before Anne Byrne joined the
USDA-ERS. It was developed in partnership with ICF, the contractor for OPRE’s Behavioral Interventions Scholars project. ICF delivers evidence-based solutions, training, technical assistance, and tools

for developing and implementing programs that strengthen families and communities.
Behavioral
B I S Interventions ICF I l ex+
Scholars



https://www.qualtrics.com/research-services/online-sample/



