Frequently Asked Questions
Members Benefits and Distribution of the AmeriCorps Living Allowance
Living Allowance
Background and Rationale:  The Corporation issued clarifying guidance to address findings in recent audits and answer questions from grantees related to how programs should pay the AmeriCorps living allowance.  As noted in the grant provisions, the living allowance is not a wage.

“The living allowance is designed to help members meet the necessary living expenses incurred while participating in the AmeriCorps Program.  Programs must not pay a living allowance on an hourly basis. It is not a wage and should not fluctuate based on the number of hours members serve in a given time period. Programs should pay the living allowance in increments, such as weekly or bi-weekly.” 

It has come to the Corporation’s attention that some programs are providing the full living allowance to a member who completes his or her required hours before the end of the agreed-upon term of service.  For example, a member completes 1700 hours in 9 months instead of the program’s anticipated 11-month term of service, and the program, which typically provides the living allowance in semi-monthly allotments, pays the remaining 2 months of the living allowance as a lump sum payment as the member exits the program.  In other instances, a member who starts late receives a “catch-up” amount for the first three months so that the member will receive the same living allowance as other members who started earlier but will end at the same time. 

Neither of these two scenarios reflects the intent of the living allowance distribution guidance.  The living allowance is “designed to help members meet the necessary living expenses incurred while participating in the AmeriCorps Program.”   In addition, members who complete hours on an abbreviated schedule may be depriving the service site of important service it needs for the expected term of service.

A member, who completes his or her service early or starts service late, should receive the portion of the living allowance that would be provided for that period of participation under the program’s living allowance distribution policy.  The amount should not vary based on number of hours served during a particular time period. For example, if the program is designed to run for 11 months, and the living allowance is paid monthly, a member who starts in the second month will receive 10/11ths of the total living allowance, unless the member serves a month longer than the members who started in the first month of the program. 

The member contract should reflect that the living allowance is provided for expenses while serving and should not be linked to completion of 1700 hours.  The contract should specify how the living allowance is distributed (e.g. bi-weekly, semi-monthly), and in what increments, and should note that members will receive the living allowance as long as they are serving.  The contract should also delineate the expected term of service (e.g. 10 months, 12 months).

The Corporation published the clarified Provision Section IV. I. on September 6, 2005. The Director of AmeriCorps sent out a memo of explanation on October 18, 2005 to clarify the start date: 

“We recognize that the timing of this clarification may have created problems for some programs. We want to be very clear on the effective date.  The change is effective as of September 6, 2005.   Programs that signed contracts or enrolled members prior to September 6, 2005 based on agreements that do not conform to the new provisions may follow their existing written policies and contract agreements until new contracts are executed.”

 A conference call was conducted to discuss the clarified Provision on Friday, November 18. One action item from this call was to develop the following FAQ document.

 
1. What happens if a half-time member finishes early?  If a half-time member receives a living allowance, the same rules apply as for a full-time member who leaves the program early.  The member should not get a lump sum payment for the balance of the living allowance if the member completes the required hours before the end of the agreed-upon term of service.

2. Can we change a member’s contract so the member serves less than the full term and provide the full living allowance?  If your program design is for a specified period for all members, you should specify in the contract how the living allowance will be paid out.  You cannot change an individual member’s contract so he or she receives a higher living allowance than other members who will serve for the full period.  For example, if your program design is for 10 months of service, the living allowance for that year is $10,600, and you choose to provide it on a monthly basis, each member would receive $1,060 per month for 10 months.  A member who completes the required hours in nine months would only receive 9/10s of the living allowance, or $1,060 per month for 9 months.  This applies only to a program with fixed start and end dates. Other programs can choose to have a member serve an additional month at the end  if the member starts the program a month late.
3. How does this affect the minimum member living allowance?  If a member does not serve the full term of service, the member will not receive the full minimum living allowance.

4. Can a member in an 11-month program who starts in month 2 serve the extra month at the end and receive the whole living allowance?  Yes – if the program’s design allows it to extend the member for an extra month, the program may do so, and pay the member the entire living allowance.
5. How does this provision affect a program with a set end date?  If a program has a set end date, and cannot extend its members beyond that set end date, it may only provide its members with a living allowance through the set end date of the program. If a member starts late, the member will necessarily serve an abbreviated term of service, and may only receive the living allowance in regular increments through the end of the program year.
6. What about the impact on commissions? How are we expected to maintain and keep our contracts open longer to allow members who start late to serve a full term in order to receive the full living allowance?  This should have no impact and commissions should follow their own state granting or contracting requirements.  For example, if a member starts in month 3 of the program’s contract period, the period could still end in 12 months and the member could complete service in the next contract period.  

7. Can we meet last year’s program obligations with this year’s admin/operating funds?  Yes, this is already common practice.  Many programs have rolling admission and members who start in one year, complete in the next as a matter of course.  The staff costs for supervising those members are current costs.

8. The members in our program routinely complete their hours before the end of the 12 month program period, and our program design does not necessitate their staying until the end of the 12 months.  Can we change our program design?  Yes, a full-time term of service must be between 9 and 12 months, during which members must serve at least 1700 hours.  Within those parameters, a program should design its term of service to best meet the needs of the community.  Programs that work in schools during the academic year only, for example, might have a 10-month program.

9.  We pay our living allowances on a monthly basis.  How should we handle situations in which members come on board late in the month or exit early in the month at the end of their term?  You should establish a written policy that is reasonable.  For example, if a member comes on board within the first two weeks of the month, you might set policy that gives them the entire living allowance.  If they start service later than that, you could prorate the amount based on the number of days in the month they will serve.  The same would hold true for the end of service.  If they leave within the first two weeks of the month, their living allowance is based on the number of days in the month they served.  If they serve over the 2-week cut-off, they would get the full living allowance.  You can establish different cut-off points as long as they are reasonable, documented in policy and followed consistently.
 

10.  Can we pay an average living allowance across our members?  E.g.,  if the living allowance can be between $11,100 and $22,200, can the average stipend be $11,500? Could some AmeriCorps members receive less or more than the average through match contributions? Members must receive at least the minimum.  Also, members performing like service should receive the same living allowance. If you intend to vary living allowance amounts, you must describe it in your application, including appropriate budget calculations and projections.  Federal funds can cover only 85% of the minimum living allowance.

Other Member Benefits Questions

11.  Are incentives for members allowable as part of “Other Member Costs”?  Various forms of “recognition” can be allowable.  However, depending on your organization’s structure and mandate (State, not for profit, university, etc), you are subject to OMB Cost Principles which delineate what is and is not an allowable cost.  Entertainment as a form of recognition is not allowable.  Such budget items often require detailed review and clarification to reach approval.     

12.  If we have to provide health care, can we go out for bid for a healthcare provider or does health care come through an AmeriCorps provider?  You may obtain the coverage from any source that meets the required level of coverage.  There is a limit on the amount CNCS will provide for health care insurance of up to $150per month, unless approved as an exception.
13.  How can we make sure that our health care plan meets the minimum requirements?  You need to review it carefully, including the fine print and clarify AmeriCorps requirements with your provider.  In particular,  make sure you understand how your provider defines “out-of-pocket” expenses and how they apply the limit on those expenses.  Do they apply the limit to each incident?  For the year?  Because this can be an issue, the Corporation is exploring a process to certify health care providers as meeting the required minimum benefits.  

14.  My AmeriCorps members will be serving in a variety of organizations with service projects ranging from tutoring and mentoring to renovating public parks and building playgrounds.  My worker’s compensation covers the employees in my organization.  How do I cover the members?  You need to expand your coverage to include the members.  Also make sure you have sufficient coverage depending on the service they are providing.  If your current coverage is for typical office work, you will need to expand to cover a wider range of activities.  Construction activities have higher levels of liability.

15.  What if a member already has healthcare?  You don’t have to provide healthcare to full-time members who already have it.  However, if they lose their coverage as a result of participation in the program or lose it during the program, you must provide coverage.

16.  Can I choose to provide healthcare to less-than-fulltime members?  Yes, but you can’t use Corporation funds to cover the costs.  The only exception is if you have less-than-fulltime members serving in a full-time capacity, such as members serving a minimum-time term in a summer program.  In that case, Corporation funds can be used up to the matching requirements.
