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SNAP

▶ What is SNAP?
▶ Provides monthly food vouchers (in-kind)

▶ Can be spent at grocery stores or other food retailers
▶ Cannot be spend on “hot” or prepared foods, alcohol, non-food

items

▶ Broadly available to lower-income households
▶ Benefits vary across households:

▶ Benefits increase with household size
▶ Benefits decrease with income
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SNAP

▶ Food Stamp origins:
1939-1943: USDA’s first food stamp program. People on re-
lief can buy orange stamps to exchange for any food at partic-
ipating retail stores; for each dollar orange stamp purchased,
USDA provides a blue stamp worth 50 cents for surplus com-
modity foods at those stores.
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SNAP

▶ SNAP History:
▶ Authorized by Food Stamp Act of 1964, national requirement by

1974
▶ 1996: PRWORA restricts food stamp eligibility, reduces benefits

(slightly), some work requirements
▶ 1999: Allowed BBCE
▶ 2008: Renamed SNAP, EBT use
▶ 2009-2013: 13% increase in benefits during Great Recession
▶ 2021: TFP 21% increase (first since 1975)
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SNAP

▶ SNAP Benefit formula:

228    Hilary Hoynes and Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach

line in the figure) is typically set equal to the needs standard.6 The SNAP 
benefit is designed to fill the gap between the needs standard and the cash 
resources available to a family to purchase food. A family with no income 
receives the maximum benefit amount, and is expected to contribute noth-
ing out of pocket to food purchases. Total food spending, depicted by the 
upward- sloping line labeled “hypothetical food spending” increases with 
income since food is a normal good.7 Total food spending thus equals the 
maximum benefit level for a family with no other income source. As a fam-
ily’s income increases, they are expected to be able to spend more of their 
own cash on food purchases, and SNAP benefits are reduced accordingly. 
The slope of the SNAP benefits line in figure 3.1 is the BRR, which is cur-
rently set at 0.3. The benefit formula is thus as follows:

(1) Benefits = Max_Benefit – 0.3 * (Net_Income).

The SNAP benefit level as a function of net family income is represented 
by the downward- sloping line in the figure. Finally, the family’s out- of- 

Fig. 3.1 Stylized representation of SNAP benefit formula
Source: Hoynes, McGranahan, and Schanzenbach (2015).

6. Congress can set maximum benefits equal to some multiple of the needs standard. For 
example, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 temporarily raised maximum 
benefits to be 113.6 percent of the needs standard.

7. As drawn here, we assume the marginal propensity to consume food out of income is 
lower than the marginal tax rate, and we assume that SNAP is valued the same as cash for 
food purchases.
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SNAP

▶ SNAP Caseloads over time:
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SNAP

▶ SNAP Caseloads and the Business Cycle:

US Food and Nutrition Programs    247

79 percent in 2011 (Cunnyngham 2002, 2010; Cunnyngham, Sukasih, and 
Castner 2014).

Figure 3.5 plots annual SNAP expenditures from 1980 to 2014, in real 
2014 dollars. We normalize by the total US population in each year, thereby 
generating real per capita (not per recipient) expenditures. The figure also 
includes the annual US unemployment rate. During this period, per capita 
real spending on SNAP was relatively flat in the 1980s, increased in the early 
1990s, and then fell dramatically through the late 1990s. Since that time, 
spending has increased steadily. Overall, the program shows a countercycli-
cal pattern, increasing in the recessions in the early 1990s, early 2000s, and 
especially notable, in the Great Recession.

Table 3.7 presents summary characteristics for SNAP recipient units and 
how they vary over time. The top panel of  the table relates to all SNAP 
recipients and the bottom panel limits to SNAP recipient units without 
any elderly (age sixty or more) individuals. These tabulations are based on 
administrative data from the USDA Quality Control (QC) files. In 2012, 
about 45 percent of  SNAP recipient units included children, down from 
about 60 percent in 1996. Female- headed households with children as a 

Fig. 3.5 Real per capita expenditures for SNAP, 1980– 2014 (real 2014 dollars), 
with US unemployment rate
Source: USDA SNAP data: http:// www .fns .usda .gov/ pd/ supplemental- nutrition- assistance- 
program- snap. Unemployment rates from http:// data.bls .gov/ pdq/ SurveyOutputServlet. For 
definitions of recessionary periods, see Bitler and Hoynes (2016).
Note: Per capita SNAP expenditures are calculated using the US population as the denomina-
tor (not per SNAP recipient) and inflation adjusted using the US Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 
CPI inflation calculator.
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SNAP
▶ Who is on SNAP?

▶ By Education:
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Figure 1.7.  Trends in distribution of SNAP households by employment status  
of head. 

s o u r c e :  Author’s calculations using CPS ASEC data.

Figure 1.8.  Trends in distribution of SNAP households by education attainment 
of head. 

s o u r c e :  Author’s calculations using CPS ASEC data.
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SNAP
▶ Who is on SNAP?
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Figure 1.7.  Trends in distribution of SNAP households by employment status  
of head. 

s o u r c e :  Author’s calculations using CPS ASEC data.

Figure 1.8.  Trends in distribution of SNAP households by education attainment 
of head. 

s o u r c e :  Author’s calculations using CPS ASEC data.
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SNAP

▶ SNAP during the pandemic:
▶ Suspended many reporting or interview requirements
▶ Automatic benefit maximums (≈ 35% benefit increase)
▶ TFP increase in 2021 (21% increase)
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SNAP

▶ What are costs/benefits of providing food benefits (as opposed to
cash)?

▶ Benefits
▶ Limited distortions (?)
▶ Budget distortions (good)

▶ Paternalism
▶ Transfers to children

▶ Targeting (good)

▶ Costs
▶ Budget distortions (bad)

▶ Car repairs? Childcare? Clothing? ect.
▶ Targeting (bad)
▶ Administrative costs and burden

11 / 11


