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SNAP Provides Critical Benefits  
to Workers and Their Families  

By Joseph Llobrera and Lauren Hall 

 
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the nation’s largest anti-hunger 

program, helps more than 40 million people put food on the table each month. While two-thirds of 
participants are children, adults over age 60, and people with disabilities, who are not expected to 
work, SNAP also plays an important role in supplementing workers’ low or fluctuating wages or 
helping them during periods of unemployment. As policymakers look toward the reauthorization of 
SNAP in the next farm bill, they should preserve the program’s vital role for workers and their 
families and reject proposals that would weaken SNAP benefits as participants cope with the 
realities of the low-wage labor market.  

 
Many workers and their families participate in SNAP while they are working or are 

looking for work. SNAP helps workers by supplementing low or fluctuating earnings or supporting 
them temporarily while they are between jobs. SNAP provides assistance during short bouts of 
unemployment and income loss, but it also helps those with persistently low earnings, including 
those who have long-term barriers to employment and may need assistance in affording groceries 
over longer periods of time.  

 
Adults who receive SNAP often work in occupations and industries with low pay or unstable 

hours that cause income volatility, such as important frontline service or sales roles like cashiers, 
cooks, or home health aides. Many of these jobs often lack benefits such as paid family leave — or 
even paid sick days — which means that a worker’s own illness or an illness in the family can lead to 
job loss. 

 
Many working-age adults participate in SNAP for part of the year and stop participating when 

they are earning more. Three-quarters of workers with low incomes who were eligible for SNAP at 
some time during the year were eligible for only part of the year, an Agriculture Department 
(USDA) study found. 

 
Most SNAP participants who can work do so. Over half of working-age, non-disabled people 

who participated in SNAP in a typical month in 2015 were working in that month, based on U.S. 
Census Bureau data. Further, 74 percent worked in the 12 months before or after that month.  
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Rates were even higher when including work among other household members: 89 percent of 
households with children and a working-age, non-disabled adult included at least one member who 
worked in this 25-month period. Many SNAP participants who did not work over the 25-month 
period reported caregiving responsibilities or faced barriers to work, including an injury or health 
condition.  

 
More recent annual Census data also show that most SNAP households who are able to work do 

work. Among households with working-age adults who don’t live with minor children, did not 
receive disability benefits, and reported receiving SNAP at some point in 2021, 86 percent had 
earnings during the year, based on our analysis of 2021 American Community Survey data. 

 
SNAP’s structure supports workers in a volatile labor market. SNAP benefits phase out 

slowly as earnings rise and include a 20 percent deduction for earned income to reflect the cost of 
work-related expenses and to further assist workers. As a result, SNAP benefits fall by only 24 to 36 
cents for each additional dollar of earnings for most households. SNAP provides crucial support for 
unemployed workers because they can apply when their incomes drop and receive benefits quickly 
and on a monthly basis, unlike some other programs that have waiting lists or provide benefits 
annually. Benefits are quite modest. If a household has no income, benefits will average only about 
$8-$9 per person per day. 
 

But the program includes an ineffective policy that takes away food assistance from certain adults 
aged 18 through 54 who do not have minor children in the home, do not receive disability benefits, 
and can’t meet a 20-hour-a-week work-reporting requirement. These individuals will lose their food 
assistance benefits after three months if they cannot show that they are working or engaged in a 
qualifying work program for 20 hours or more a week or secure an exemption. Numerous studies 
have shown that this harsh policy does not increase employment or earnings — it just cuts people 
off from the food assistance they need to buy groceries. Policymakers must reject proposals to 
broaden these requirements in the forthcoming farm bill. In fact, they should seek to eliminate this 
failed policy altogether.   

 
SNAP Provides Low-Wage Workers With Needed Food Benefits 

SNAP, the nation’s largest anti-hunger program, provides over 40 million low-income people with 
the means to purchase food in a typical month. SNAP is broadly available to people who meet the 
program’s eligibility requirements and serves a large cross-section of people with the lowest incomes.  

 
Many People Participate While Working, Looking for Work 

The share of SNAP households with earnings has grown since the 1990s. The share of all 
households with earnings in an average month while participating in SNAP rose from 19 percent in 
1990 to 28 percent in 2020. (See Figure 1.) USDA data from program participants show that among 
households with children and a non-elderly, non-disabled adult, about 60 percent have earnings 
while participating in SNAP.   
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FIGURE 1 

   
 
The share of SNAP households with earnings has declined slightly in recent years. This may be 

due, in part, to a greater share of participants who are older, retired adults, mirroring an overall aging 
trend in the U.S. population.1 The share of SNAP participants aged 60 or older doubled between 
2010 and 2020, rising from 8 percent to about 16 percent of participants.2  

 
More than two-thirds of SNAP participants at a point in time are not expected to work, primarily 

because they are children, older adults, or disabled people. Most SNAP participants who can work 
do so. Many workers participate in SNAP for part of the year, while they are between jobs or during 
periods when their earnings or their work hours are low, and they stop participating when they are 
earning more.  

 
As a result, a snapshot of work among SNAP participants undercounts workers, as many workers 

only participate in SNAP when they are not working, and workers may cycle in and out of eligibility. 
The share of SNAP households with earnings in an average month is lower than the share of 

 
1 Zoe Caplan, “U.S. Older Population Grew From 2010 to 2020 at Fastest Rate Since 1880 to 1890,” U.S. Census 
Bureau, May 25, 2023, https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/05/2020-census-united-states-older-population-
grew.html.  
2 “Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Households: Fiscal Year 2020,” USDA, 2022, 
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2020.pdf; “Characteristics of 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Households: Fiscal Year 2010,” USDA, 2011, https://fns-
prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/2010Characteristics.pdf.  

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/05/2020-census-united-states-older-population-grew.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/05/2020-census-united-states-older-population-grew.html
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2020.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/2010Characteristics.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/2010Characteristics.pdf
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households who reported receiving SNAP in a given year and also had earnings during the year.  
 

Census data show that among households who reported receiving SNAP at any point during 2021 
with at least one working-age (18- to 59-year-old), non-disabled adult, 86 percent had earnings 
during the year.3 Three-quarters of workers with low incomes who were eligible for SNAP at some 
time during the year were eligible for only part of the year, a USDA study found. (See Figure 2.) In 
contrast, the majority of eligible people who had more stable and often fixed incomes, such as older 
adults and people with disabilities, were eligible for the full year.4  

 
FIGURE 2 

 
 
Among non-disabled, non-elderly adults participating in SNAP in a typical month in 2015, over 

half worked in that month, according to a CBPP analysis of employment and SNAP participation 

 
3 CBPP analysis of 2021 American Community Survey (ACS) data. Survey respondents, including those in the American 
Community Survey, often underreport program participation and earnings.  
4 Mark Prell, Constance Newman, and Erik Scherpf, “Annual and Monthly SNAP Participation Rates,” USDA 
Economic Research Service, August 2015, https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=45414. This 
study defines older adults as those aged 66 and older. The share for older people applies to individuals aged 66 and older 
who are in households in which all members are aged 66 or older. The share for disabled people is for those in 
households in which all members are disabled. 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=45414
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based on U.S. Census Bureau longitudinal data (which tracks survey respondents over time).5 
Further, 74 percent worked in the 12 months before or after that month. Rates were even higher 
when including work among other household members: 89 percent of households with children and 
a non-disabled adult included at least one member who worked in this 25-month period.6 (See 
Figure 3.)   

 
FIGURE 3 

 

 
5 Longitudinal data for 2014 from the Census Bureau’s Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) are the most 
recent data for a 25-month window that meet the Census Bureau’s statistical quality standards for item response rates 
and coverage (population representation) ratios. While SIPP data for calendar years 2017-2020 are available, the 2018 
data faced data collection challenges due to a funding interruption, and the 2019-2020 data (collected in 2020-2021) 
faced data collection challenges due to the pandemic. See “SIPP Technical Documentation: User Notes,” U.S. Census 
Bureau, February 2023, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sipp/tech-documentation/user-notes.html.  
6 “Policy Basics: The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),” CBPP, June 9, 2022, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap. Based on CBPP 
analysis of the 2014 panel of the U.S. Census Bureau’s SIPP. For a more detailed description of the methodology (using 
older 2008 panel of the SIPP), see Brynne Keith-Jennings and Raheem Chaudhry, “Most Working-Age SNAP 
Participants Work, But Often in Unstable Jobs,” CBPP, March 15, 2018, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-
assistance/most-working-age-snap-participants-work-but-often-in-unstable-jobs.  

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sipp/tech-documentation/user-notes.html
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/most-working-age-snap-participants-work-but-often-in-unstable-jobs
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/most-working-age-snap-participants-work-but-often-in-unstable-jobs
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Joblessness is often temporary, as shown by the higher rate of work among SNAP participants 
when measured over a longer period rather than a single month snapshot. Examining work status 
among participants at a given point in time (for example, the USDA’s point-in-time estimates) 
substantially overstates their joblessness because these estimates do not capture SNAP participation 
patterns or work patterns over time. (Other reasons for discrepancies between data sources include 
who is sampled and how well earnings are captured.)7  
 

Work is substantial for employed participants, though it may not always occur in the months 
when the individuals participate in SNAP. When participants work, they typically work at least half 
time and usually full time. Those who did not work over the 25-month period studied most 
frequently reported they had health issues that affected their ability to work, had caregiving 
responsibilities, couldn’t find work, or were attending school. (See Figure 4.) These adults were also 
more likely than those who worked to lack a high school diploma or to report a disability or health 
condition for which they did not receive disability assistance, both of which may present barriers to 
work.8 
  

 
7 For a more detailed discussion of the differences between USDA SNAP administrative (quality control) data and the 
longitudinal SIPP, see Appendix, Keith-Jennings and Chaudhry, op cit. 
8 Keith-Jennings and Chaudhry, op cit. 
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FIGURE 4 

 
SNAP’s Structure Supports Workers in a Volatile Labor Market 

SNAP provides crucial support for workers because they can apply when their incomes drop and 
receive benefits quickly and on a monthly basis — unlike other programs, where applicants may face 
a waiting list for benefits. SNAP must provide benefits to eligible applicants within 30 days, and they 
often receive them much sooner. SNAP benefits average only $6 per person per day. If a household 
has no income, its benefits average only about $8-9 a day. 

 
SNAP benefits are designed to support workers. The SNAP benefit formula bases benefits on a 

household’s income and expenses, phases out benefits slowly as earnings rise, and includes a 20 
percent deduction for earned income to reflect the cost of work-related expenses and to further 
assist workers. As a result, for most households, SNAP benefits fall by only 24 to 36 cents for each 
additional dollar of earnings. (While SNAP falls as earnings rise, the Earned Income Tax Credit 
[EITC] increases as earnings rise from very low levels, particularly for families with children, offering 
a counterbalance to declining SNAP.) 
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In addition, workers whose pay fluctuates can qualify for higher benefits when their earnings 
decline, which can help smooth out income for workers with variable hours and pay.9 SNAP also 
serves as an important complement to the EITC and Child Tax Credit, which provide crucial 
income for low-income families with children but in the form of annual tax credits, while SNAP can 
support families on a monthly basis when needed.10 

 
SNAP’s Work-Reporting Requirement, Based on False Premises, Does Not 
Improve Employment Outcomes  

As this paper describes, SNAP serves as an important support for many working-age individuals 
and their families. While many are experiencing temporary unemployment, SNAP also helps those 
with persistently low earnings, including those who have long-term barriers to employment, who 
may need assistance in affording groceries over longer periods of time. An ineffective policy that 
takes food assistance away from many people who can’t meet a work-reporting requirement ignores 
these realities.  

 
SNAP’s policy that takes food assistance away from certain people who can’t meet a work-

reporting requirement has returned this summer in many parts of the U.S., after being paused during 
the COVID-19 public health emergency. This will mean that people who are between jobs, who 
have health conditions or caregiving responsibilities that impede work at least temporarily, whose 
work hours fluctuate, or who face challenges navigating the red tape of the reporting and exemption 
systems will be at risk of losing the food assistance they need to buy groceries. 

 
Adults aged 18-49 without minor children in the home and who do not receive disability-related 

benefits and are therefore subject to the work-reporting requirement must show that they are 
working or engaged in a qualifying work program for 20 hours or more a week or secure an 
exemption. If they can’t, or they do not live in an area where this requirement is waived, they will 
lose their food assistance benefits after just three months. As a result, about 500,000 — and possibly 
closer to 1 million — of the nation’s lowest-income adults will be cut off from SNAP beginning in 
October 2023.11  

 
The recent debt ceiling agreement expands the existing, failed SNAP work-reporting requirements 

to older adults aged 50-54, while exempting veterans, people experiencing homelessness, and former 

 
9 For more on SNAP and work, see Elizabeth Wolkomir and Lexin Cai, “The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program Includes Earnings Incentives,” CBPP, June 5, 2019, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-
supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-includes-earnings-incentives; and Dottie Rosenbaum, “The Relationship 
Between SNAP and Work Among Low-Income Households,” CBPP, January 2013, 
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1-29-13fa.pdf.  
10 For more information on the EITC, see “Policy Basics: The Earned Income Tax Credit,” CBPP, April 28, 2023, 
http://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/policy-basics-the-earned-income-tax-credit. The EITC provides more 
income than SNAP for many families and is not limited to food purchases, but SNAP provides monthly income that 
gives working families more immediate assistance to buy food.  
11 Ed Bolen, “About 500,000 Adults Will Soon Lose SNAP Due to Return of Work-Reporting Requirements; Another 
750,000 Older Adults Newly at Risk,” CBPP, July 12, 2023, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/about-500000-adults-will-
soon-lose-snap-due-to-return-of-work-reporting-requirements-another.   

https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-includes-earnings-incentives
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-includes-earnings-incentives
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1-29-13fa.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/policy-basics-the-earned-income-tax-credit
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/about-500000-adults-will-soon-lose-snap-due-to-return-of-work-reporting-requirements-another
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/about-500000-adults-will-soon-lose-snap-due-to-return-of-work-reporting-requirements-another
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foster youth from the policy.12 The policy holds little potential to increase work among this 
population and carries a high risk of increasing hardship among workers.  

 
FIGURE 5 

 
 
The older adults who would be newly subject to this work-reporting requirement may be 

particularly vulnerable to losing benefits due to age-related employment challenges. The prevalence 
of health conditions rapidly increases for low-income adults starting in their 40s, and nearly half of 
low-income adults aged 50-54 report a health barrier to work. (See Figure 5.) The share of older 
adults with incomes below twice the poverty line who have health conditions is three times higher 
than the share of those with incomes above this level. 

 
SNAP’s existing work-reporting requirement has proven to be a failure. It is based on false 

assumptions rooted in unfounded stereotypes around race, gender, disability status, and class. And 
strong evidence shows that it does not increase employment or earnings but does cause many people 
to lose food assistance.13 Recent studies have found that the time limit cut SNAP participation 

 
12 Katie Bergh and Dottie Rosenbaum, “Debt Ceiling Agreement’s SNAP Changes Would Increase Hunger and Poverty 
for Many Older Low-Income People; New Exemptions Would Help Some Others,” CBPP, May 31, 2023, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/debt-ceiling-agreements-snap-changes-would-increase-hunger-and-
poverty-for.  
13 LaDonna Pavetti et al., “Expanding Work Requirements Would Make It Harder for People to Meet Basic Needs: 
Would Do Little to Improve Long-Term Work Opportunities and Outcomes,” CBPP, March 15, 2023, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-
people-to-meet.  

https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/debt-ceiling-agreements-snap-changes-would-increase-hunger-and-poverty-for
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/debt-ceiling-agreements-snap-changes-would-increase-hunger-and-poverty-for
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/expanding-work-requirements-would-make-it-harder-for-people-to-meet
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among those subject to it by as much as 53 percent, with no evidence of improvement in 
employment.14 

 
Those who will be newly at risk of losing food assistance have very low incomes — typically well 

below the poverty line — and would be pushed even deeper into poverty if they lost SNAP. The 
new exemptions are positive, but improvements for some do not justify expanding a failed policy to 
others.  

 
As Congress prepares to reauthorize SNAP in the pending farm bill, proposals put forward by 

some House Republicans would further harm SNAP participants by making already harsh work 
requirements even stricter, putting even more people — including children — at risk of losing at 
least some of their food benefits. Policymakers should recognize the realities of how SNAP serves 
workers and their families and reject proposals to make work requirements stricter. Indeed, given 
the strong evidence that the policy is a failure, policymakers should be working to eliminate this 
failed policy. 

 
 

 
14 Tracy Vericker et al., “The Impact of ABAWD Time Limit Reinstatement on SNAP Participation and Employment,” 
Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, March 2, 2023, S1499-4046(23)00008-8, 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36868947/; Colin Gray et al., “Employed in a SNAP? The Impact of Work 
Requirements on Program Participation and Labor Supply,” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, Vol. 15, No. 1, pp. 
306-41, https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.20200561.  

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36868947/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.20200561
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