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More Than 500,000 Adults  
Will Lose SNAP Benefits in 2016 as Waivers Expire 

Affected Unemployed Childless Individuals Are Very Poor;  

Few Qualify for Other Help 

By Ed Bolen, Dorothy Rosenbaum, Stacy Dean, and Brynne-Keith Jennings 

 
More than 500,000 and as many as 1 million of the nation’s poorest people will be cut off SNAP 

(formerly known as the Food Stamp Program) over the course of 2016, due to the return in many 
areas of a three-month limit on SNAP benefits for unemployed adults aged 18-49 who aren’t 
disabled or raising minor children.  These individuals will lose their food assistance benefits after 
three months regardless of how hard they are looking for work.  The impact will be felt in the 22 
states that must or are choosing to reimpose the time limit in 2016. 

 
One of the harshest pieces of the 1996 welfare law, this provision limits such individuals to three 

months of SNAP benefits in any 36-month period when they aren’t employed or in a work or 
training program for at least 20 hours a week.  Even SNAP recipients whose state operates few or 
no employment programs and fails to offer them a spot in a work or training program — which is 
the case in most states — have their benefits cut off after three months irrespective of whether they 
are searching diligently for a job.  Because this provision denies basic food assistance to people who 
want to work and will accept any job or work program slot offered, it is effectively a severe time 
limit rather than a work requirement, as such requirements are commonly understood.  Work 
requirements in public assistance programs typically require people to look for work and accept any 
job or employment program slot that is offered but do not cut off people who are willing to work 
and looking for a job simply because they can’t find one.  In fact, SNAP has separate work 
requirement authority much like this, where states can require individuals to participate in job search 
or a training program but cannot terminate them if no program is available. 

 
In the past few years, the three-month limit hasn’t been in effect in most states.  The 1996 welfare 

law allows states to suspend the three-month limit in areas with high and sustained unemployment; 
many states qualified to waive the time limit throughout the state due to high unemployment rates 
during and since the Great Recession.  But as unemployment rates fall, fewer areas are qualifying for 
statewide waivers.  Most states have counties and other localities that are eligible for waivers because 
they continue to have especially high unemployment.   
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In 2016, the time limit will be in effect in more than 40 states.  In 22 states, it will be the first time 
the time limit has been in effect since before the recession.  (See Figure 1.)  Of these states, 19 must 
reimpose the time limit in at least part of the state; another three are electing to reimpose the time 
limit despite qualifying for a statewide waiver from the time limit because of continued high 
unemployment.1   

 
FIGURE 1 

 
 

  

                                                 
1 The 19 states that must reimpose the time limit in 2016 because parts of the state no longer qualify for a waiver are:  
Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, Arizona, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
Missouri, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Washington.  The three states 
that are choosing to reimpose the time limit in some or all of the state in 2016 even though the state qualifies for a 
statewide waiver are: Mississippi, South Carolina, and West Virginia.   

Seven states (California, Illinois, Louisiana, Michigan, Nevada, New Mexico, and Rhode Island) and Washington, D.C., 
Guam, and the Virgin Islands are eligible for statewide waivers and will waive the entire state from the limit.  Louisiana 
re-implemented the time limit in October 2015 under then-Governor Bobby Jindal.  Current Governor John Bel 
Edwards requested and received a statewide waiver prior to the state having to terminate benefits to the group subject to 
the time limit.  All other states implemented the time limit prior to 2016 either because they lost eligibility for a statewide 
waiver or because they chose to implement the time limit. 



 

 
3 

As a result, at least 500,000 and as many as 1 million SNAP recipients will have their benefits cut 
off in 2016.  A few southeastern states that are electing to re-implement the time limit statewide 
even though some or all of the state qualifies for a waiver, such as Arkansas, Florida, Mississippi, 
and North Carolina, will be particularly hard hit.  In most of these states the time limit took effect in 
January 2016 and the first people will be cut off three months later, in April.  (We developed the 
estimate based on historical SNAP administrative data and Agriculture Department [USDA] data on 
states’ approved 2016 waivers.2)   

 
The loss of this food assistance, which averages approximately $150 to $170 per person per 

month for this group, will cause serious hardship among many.  USDA data show that the 
individuals likely to be cut off by the three-month limit have average monthly income of 
approximately 17 percent of the poverty line, and they typically qualify for no other income support.  

 
The indigent individuals at risk are diverse.3  More than 40 percent are women.  Close to one-third 

are over age 40.  Among those who report their race, about half are white, a third are African 
American, and a tenth are Hispanic.  Half have only a high school diploma or GED, and one-
quarter have not completed high school.  They live in all areas of the country, and among those for 
whom data on metropolitan status are available, close to 40 percent live in urban areas, 40 percent in 
suburban areas, and over 20 percent in rural areas.4   

 
Many in this population, which generally has limited education and skills and limited job 

prospects, struggle to find employment even in normal economic times.  And although the overall 
unemployment rate is slowly falling, other labor market data indicate that many people who want to 
work still cannot find jobs, while others who want to work full-time can find only part-time 
employment.  Cutting off food assistance to poor unemployed and underemployed workers doesn’t 
enable them to find employment or secure more hours of work.  

 
Congress could revise this harsh rule to better accomplish its stated goal of testing individuals’ 

willingness to work.  For example, Congress could make the three-month limit in a given state 
contingent on the state offering a job or training position to all nondisabled childless adults subject 
to the limit who don’t otherwise find employment.  Congress could also allow diligent job search to 
count toward the requirement, as it generally does under work requirements for other programs.  

 

                                                 
2 The estimate assumes that the share of SNAP participants who are unemployed childless adults will return to pre-
recession levels by the end of 2016, taking into account the scope of waivers in the states and the experience in states 
that already have re-implemented the time limit.  This estimate has been revised to account for areas with approved 
waivers for 2016 and for the experiences in the states that already have re-implemented the time limit.  The estimate is 
for the states that are re-implementing the time limit in 2016.  It would be larger if we included the individuals who have 
lost benefits already in states that re-implemented earlier and those who will lose in the future in states that continue to 
qualify for statewide waivers in 2016. 

3 These statistics are based on 2014 SNAP administrative data from USDA, and are for the group of individuals most 
likely to lose benefits due to the time limit: adults aged 18-49 in childless SNAP households who are not identified as 
disabled and who are not earning the monthly equivalent of the federal minimum wage for at least 20 hours a week.   

4 The statistic on metropolitan status is based on CBPP calculations of March 2015 Current Population Survey (CPS) 
data for adults aged 18-49, with no children in the household, who are not receiving disability benefits and who do not 
report working more than 20 hours a week; both the source and the definition are different from the other statistics 
cited.  
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But such congressional action seems unlikely.  Consequently, states and local charities that work 
with this population need to prepare for the return of the three-month cut-off provision on a large 
scale.  States need to be prepared to reinstate this complex rule properly and to engage stakeholders 
and prepare them for the consequences as substantial numbers of indigent individuals in their 
communities lose food assistance. 

 

Very Few States Provide Work or Job Training to All Who Need It 

Under the 1996 welfare law, adults aged 18-49 who are not physically or mentally unfit for work 
or caring for a minor child are ineligible for SNAP if they have received three months of SNAP 
benefits while unemployed during the previous 36 months.5  Months of SNAP receipt don’t count 
toward the limit if the individual is working at least half-time, participating  in qualifying work or 
training program activities for at least 20 hours a week, doing workfare, or living in an area with high 
unemployment where the three-month limit is temporarily waived.  When signing the welfare law in 
1996, President Clinton singled out this as one of the bill’s most harmful provisions and called for it 
to be substantially changed.6 

 
Since states don’t provide half-time employment opportunities to SNAP recipients, the only way 

that an unemployed person can maintain SNAP eligibility during normal economic times (i.e., when 
a high-unemployment waiver is unavailable) is to find 20 hours a week of job training or another 
work program, or find a workfare slot.7  Job search, the lowest-cost activity for a state to require and 
monitor, does not count as an allowable activity.8   

 
Yet states aren’t required to offer these recipients a place in a work or training program for 20 

hours a week, and very few states do.  This leaves it up to individuals who can’t find a job to try to 
find training or work program openings on their own, which few are able to do, especially since 
most training programs have insufficient resources to meet demand, resulting in substantial waiting 
lists.  A person who wants to work but is unable to find a job, and is willing to participate in job 
training but has no opportunity to do so, loses all of his or her SNAP benefits at the three-month 
point. 

 
The welfare law allows states to request a temporary waiver of the three-month limit in areas with 

persistently high unemployment, an option that was critical to Congress’ approval of the three-
month cut-off.  Then-representatives John Kasich (R-OH) and Rob Ney (R-OH), the three-month 

                                                 
5 There are certain other exemptions from the time limit as well, including for pregnant individuals or those exempt 
from general SNAP work requirements.  For more information, see www.fns.usda.gov/snap/able-bodied-adults-
without-dependents-abawds.  

6 President William Clinton, Statement on Signing the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
of 1996, August 22, 1996, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=53219. 

7 The number of hours of workfare required to maintain benefits is equivalent to the household’s SNAP allotment 
divided by the minimum wage.  

8 Job search can only count towards the 20-hour requirement if it is funded by either the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA) or the Trade Adjustment Act (TAA) or makes up less than half of a more comprehensive 
SNAP Employment & Training program.  Most job search activities for SNAP participants are stand-alone programs 
administered by the state human services agency, however, and are not funded through WIOA or TAA — and hence 
don’t count toward the 20-hour requirement. 

 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/able-bodied-adults-without-dependents-abawds
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/able-bodied-adults-without-dependents-abawds
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=53219
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limit’s authors in 1996, said on the House floor that the provision wouldn’t have draconian effects 
for two reasons:  1) states would offer workfare programs to all people who couldn’t find a job; and 
2) states could seek waivers to suspend the three-month cut-off in localities with high 
unemployment or insufficient jobs.  They presented the provision as one that would push people to 
look for work, provide them with a workfare slot if they couldn’t find a job, and allow states to 
waive the requirement if there were insufficient jobs.9 

 
But despite the authors’ claims, the provision neither required states to offer workfare programs 

or job training to people who were unable to find a job nor provided funds to states for that 
purpose.  Most states do not offer these programs, in part because operating a work program with 
enough slots for everyone at risk of hitting the three-month time limit is too expensive. 

 
Each year, only about five states use additional federal funding available to provide a job training 

or workfare slot to every nondisabled childless adult at risk of losing SNAP benefits after three 
months.  (Colorado, Delaware, South Dakota, Texas, and Wisconsin have pledged to offer a 
qualifying work slot in 2016 to every nondisabled childless adult subject to the three-month limit.10)  
States that offer a training slot to all individuals facing the time limit can receive a pro-rata share of 
$20 million in federal funding to defray the cost.  (The $20 million annual fund was established in 
1997 in response to criticism of the 1996 law.)  States can commit to serve these individuals without 
accessing the special federal funding, though this is unusual.  For example New York requires that 
counties where the time limit is in effect provide a slot when requested by an individual subject to 
the time limit.     

 
Each state also receives its share of the regular $79 million in federal funding provided to states 

each year for SNAP employment and training programs.  Most states, however, have used the 
majority of the federal funds for programs and work-related services for other SNAP recipients, 
such as those with children.11  Moreover, these resources generally fall far short of the cost of 
providing work or training programs to all jobless individuals in a state who face the three-month 
cut-off, even if the state wanted to do so. 

 
In contrast, the temporary waiver option for areas with high unemployment has provided 

significant protection in the past few years for people facing the three-month limit.  During the 
Great Recession, nearly every state suspended the time limit due to soaring unemployment.12  In 

                                                 
9 Congressional Record, July 18, 1996, The Welfare and Medicaid Reform Act of 1996, House of Representatives, p. H7905, 
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?r104:2:./temp/~r104TcVs1H:e1119069.  

10 Delaware, Texas, and Wisconsin impose the three-month limit statewide.  The other states have said they will provide 
a qualifying work slot to individuals subject to the time limit in the areas of the state where the time limit is in effect in 
2016. 

11 States can receive additional SNAP employment and training funds beyond their share of this $79 million if they 
match the additional federal funding on a dollar-for-dollar basis with state funds.  Few states, however, use a substantial 
amount of SNAP employment and training funds to provide work or training program positions to individuals subject 
to the three-month cut-off.    

12 Nearly every state has qualified for a statewide waiver during the recession and recovery based on longstanding 
regulations that allow states that qualify for Extended Benefits in the unemployment insurance program to qualify for a 
statewide waiver in SNAP.  The Bush Administration clarified in 2008 that states that qualified for the temporary 
Emergency Unemployment Compensation (EUC) program passed by Congress in 2008, and extended through 2013, 
would also qualify for a statewide waiver from the SNAP time limit.  A separate provision of the 2009 American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) temporarily suspended the time limit in all states from April 2009 through 

http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?r104:2:./temp/~r104TcVs1H:e1119069
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stronger economic times, a smaller number of states with regions or counties with persistently high 
unemployment have received waivers for those areas.   

Use of these high-unemployment waivers hasn’t had a political dimension; every state except 
Delaware has used its waiver authority at some point over the last 19 years to temporarily suspend 
the three-month limit in at least part of the state so that poor jobless workers in high-unemployment 
areas would have access to food while looking for work.  Governors of both parties have used this 
flexibility in high-unemployment areas of their states.   

 
Many of the states with waivers from the three-month limit impose regular SNAP work 

requirements on childless unemployed adults, and individuals who don’t comply with the work 
requirements, such as looking for work or participating in a training program, are subject to having 
their benefits cut off.  But they are not terminated from SNAP simply for being unemployed, as 
long as they comply with their state’s work requirements.  
 

History Shows Many Lose Benefits When Time Limit Imposed 

In 2016, the three-month time limit will be in effect in areas with about 65 percent of the U.S. 
population; the rest of the country has sufficiently high and persistent unemployment to continue 
qualifying for waivers and states have sought them.13   By contrast, in 2015, the time limit was only 
in effect in areas with about 30 percent of the country’s population.     

 
As waivers disappear across the country, some nondisabled childless adults subject to the three-

month limit will be able to meet the requirements necessary to maintain SNAP eligibility, such as 
finding at least half-time work, participating in job training for at least 20 hours a week, or qualifying 
for an exemption.  But we estimate that many — at least 500,000 and as many as 1 million poor 
individuals — will lose SNAP benefits as a result of states’ re-imposition of the three-month time 
limit.  

 
The recent history of states that have reimposed the three-month limit is illustrative.  In fiscal year 

2014, Kansas and Oklahoma reimposed the time limit after several years of statewide waivers.  
Beginning three months after the time limit took effect, these states’ caseloads dropped significantly.  
While caseloads had been slowly declining (as is typical when unemployment falls) even before 
reimposition of the time limit, the drop accelerated substantially three months after the time limit 
returned.14  These states did not offer workfare or job training slots to all nondisabled childless 
adults at risk of losing benefits.  As a result, the provision was implemented as a time limit rather 
than a work requirement.  

 

                                                 
September 2010, but nearly every state would have qualified for a statewide waiver at some point during this period 
based on high unemployment without this provision.   

13 Here we use the distribution of the overall population as a proxy for the distribution of poor nondisabled childless 
adults receiving SNAP because SNAP administrative data don’t identify these individuals by state and county.   

14 These states are shown for illustrative purposes.  The experience of states that have implemented the time limit has 
varied in terms of the effects on caseloads.  The extent of the time limit coverage, implementation choices, states’ 
employment and training offerings and underlying work requirements, whether the state is able to implement in a timely 
fashion, and other factors affecting caseloads such as economic factors all influence the observed impact from time limit 
implementation.  
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For example, Kansas reimposed the time limit in October 2013, with the first childless adults 
losing eligibility three months later, in January 2014.  The caseload decline expected due to the 
improving economy — about 3,000 to 4,000 participants per month — suddenly accelerated in 
January to about 15,000 individuals, then returned to its previous pace (see Figure 2).   
 

Ohio County Illustrates Potential Problems as Waivers Expire 

A significant share of the about 5,000 nondisabled childless adults in Franklin County, Ohio who became 

subject to the three-month cut-off since Ohio reimposed the time limit there in December 2013 faced 

multiple barriers to employment, according to a study conducted by the Ohio Association of Foodbanks.  The 

findings highlight the issues that other states may face as their waivers expire. 

 Demographics: Close to one-third of those subject to the three-month limit had never graduated from 

high school.  Just over 10 percent were working for pay while subject to the time limit; another almost 

10 percent were performing work in exchange for in-kind benefits such as housing.   

 Barriers to employment: One-third of those subject to the three-month cut-off had a medical or physical 

limitation, including depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, or mental or learning disabilities.  

Sixteen percent needed supportive services like language interpretation or transportation to obtain 

employment.  In addition, 13 percent reported being caregivers for a parent, relative, or friend.  Finally, 

more than one-third had felony convictions, another barrier to employment. 

The Ohio Association of Foodbanks partnered with the county SNAP agency to help place individuals 

identified as subject to the time limit in qualifying work activities after screening them.  For more 

information, see “Comprehensive Report on Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents, Franklin County Ohio 

Work Experience Program,” http://admin.ohiofoodbanks.org/uploads/news/ABAWD_Report_2014-2015-

v3.pdf. 

 
 
  

http://admin.ohiofoodbanks.org/uploads/news/ABAWD_Report_2014-2015-v3.pdf
http://admin.ohiofoodbanks.org/uploads/news/ABAWD_Report_2014-2015-v3.pdf
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FIGURE 2 
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Affected People Are Extremely Poor  

Unemployed, nondisabled childless adults on SNAP tend to be very poor.  USDA data show that 
while these individuals participate in SNAP their gross income averages 17 percent of the poverty 
line — about $2,000 per year for a household of 
one in 2015 — compared to gross income of 
57.8 percent of the poverty line for the average 
SNAP household overall.  Over 80 percent of 
the people subject to the three-month limit live 
in households with incomes below half of the 
poverty line (see Figure 3).  Some 97 percent live 
in households below 100 percent of the poverty 
line.15   
 

Over 40 percent of this vulnerable population 
are women.  Close to one-third are over age 40.  
Among those who report their race, about half 
are white, a third are African American, and a 
tenth are Hispanic.  Half have only a high school 
diploma or GED, and one-quarter have not 
completed high school.  They live in all areas of 
the country; among those for whom data on 
metropolitan status are available, close to 40 
percent live in urban areas, 40 percent in 
suburban areas, and over 20 percent in rural areas.  (See Figure 4.)   

 
FIGURE 4 

 

                                                 
15 These statistics are based on 2014 SNAP administrative data from USDA, and are for the group of individuals most 
likely to lose benefits due to the time limit: adults aged 18-49 in childless SNAP households who are not identified as 
disabled and who are not earning the monthly equivalent of the federal minimum wage for at least 20 hours a week.   

FIGURE 3 
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Other kinds of assistance won’t replace the lost SNAP benefits.  SNAP is the only benefit 
available to most unemployed workers without children.  All but a few states have eliminated their 
state-run cash assistance programs for poor childless adults (except, in some states, for people with a 
disability).16  Most unemployed workers on SNAP either don’t qualify for unemployment insurance 
or any other federal or state cash or food assistance benefit or are long-term unemployed workers 
who have exhausted their unemployment benefits.   

 

Labor-Market Opportunities for These Individuals Are Limited 

There is little evidence that SNAP participation discourages nondisabled adults from working 
when jobs are available.  These generally are low-income, low-skill workers with limited job 
prospects.  SNAP participants subject to the three-month cut-off are more likely than other SNAP 
participants to lack basic job skills like reading, writing, and basic mathematics, the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) has found.17  

 
While the economy has improved and the national unemployment rate has fallen, the labor market 

is not back to full health, particularly for low-skilled, less-educated individuals such as those who 
face the three-month cut-off. 

 

 The unemployment rate for people lacking a high school diploma or GED — who make up 
about a quarter of all non-disabled childless adults on SNAP — was 8.1 percent in an average 
month of 2015, compared to an unemployment rate of 4 percent for those with at least a high 
school degree or more education.18  Unemployment rates for workers in many lower-skilled 
occupations, such as the service industries, are also substantially higher than the overall 
unemployment rate. 

 The employment-to-population ratio — the share of the adult population with a job (which is 
considered one of the best measures of labor-market strength or weakness since, unlike the 
unemployment rate, it isn’t lowered artificially when long-term unemployed workers give up 
looking and drop out of the labor force) — plummeted during the Great Recession and is not 
fully back to where it would be in a fully healthy labor market.  

 Long-term unemployment hit record highs in the recession and remains unusually high; in 
November 2015, more than a quarter (25.7 percent) of the nation’s 7.9 million unemployed 
workers had been looking for work for 27 weeks or longer.  Workers who, at a given point in 
time, have been unemployed for more than six months are only half as likely as those 

                                                 
16 Liz Schott and Misha Hill, “State General Assistance Programs Are Weakening Despite Increased Need,” Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities, July 9, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/state-general-
assistance-programs-are-weakening-despite-increased.  

17 “Food Stamp Employment and Training Program,” United States General Accounting Office (GAO—3-388), March 
2003, p. 17. 

18 This is the 2015 average through November and is for the population aged 25 and up (used for educational attainment 
statistics).  Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

http://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/state-general-assistance-programs-are-weakening-despite-increased
http://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/state-general-assistance-programs-are-weakening-despite-increased
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unemployed for shorter periods to have found employment by one month later, a 2014 study 
found.19  

 Many of the jobs being created in the recovery are low paying and part time — in some cases 
for less than 20 hours a week — so some people who manage to find jobs may qualify for, and 
need, SNAP, yet be subject to the three-month cut-off. 

 

Complexity of Time Limit May Cause Even More People to Lose Benefits 

SNAP’s time limit is complex and presents substantial administrative challenges.  SNAP 
participants risk having their benefits cut off after three months despite being exempt from the 
three-month limit — or being in compliance with it. 
 

Tracking Months of Eligibility 

To determine whether a nondisabled childless adult is eligible for SNAP, a state must identify the 
individual as a nondisabled childless adult, determine whether an exemption applies, and (for those 
not found exempt) determine for each month whether the individual worked or participated in a 
work or job training program for the required number of hours.  The information necessary to make 
this determination will not typically be found in the individual’s case records because states had no 
reason to explore exemptions from the time limit while the time limit was not in effect.  Similarly, 
states typically track an individual’s earnings instead of their hours worked.  As a result, states must 
communicate with those potentially subject to the time limit to try capture this additional 
information.  In addition, the state must track the 36-month period for each individual in order to 
determine whether the three-month limit has been reached.  This is the only provision in SNAP law 
that requires counting and tracking months in this way, and it necessitates special computer 
programming and staff training. 

 
Over the last several years, many states, driven by the demands of the Affordable Care Act, have 

designed, built, and implemented new automated eligibility systems.  This technological 
improvement occurred while the majority of states had statewide waivers from the three-month limit 
and thus no need to track individual months in order to apply the three-month limit.  Some states 
may not yet have programmed their systems to operationalize the time-limit rules.   

 

Ensuring That No One Inadvertently Loses Benefits 

Our estimate that 500,000 to 1 million people will lose food assistance could be too low if states 
do not properly identify individuals who are not subject to the time limit.  When the three-month 
limit again takes widespread effect, states are supposed to assess each childless adult to determine 
whether an exemption applies, in order to ensure that people who are unable to work continue to 
qualify for SNAP.  If states fail to do so accurately, some individuals could lose food assistance 
inappropriately.   

 
For example, states may not always provide adequate guidance for caseworkers to identify people 

with temporary disabling injuries or mental illness who are unable to work for a period of time and 

                                                 
19 Rob Dent, et al., “How Attached to the Labor Market Are the Long-Term Unemployed?” Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York, November 18, 2014, http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/2014/11/how-attached-to-the-labor-
market-are-the-long-term-unemployed.html#.VoqWBfkrKUl.   

http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/2014/11/how-attached-to-the-labor-market-are-the-long-term-unemployed.html#.VoqWBfkrKUl
http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/2014/11/how-attached-to-the-labor-market-are-the-long-term-unemployed.html#.VoqWBfkrKUl
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thus are supposed to be exempt.  Many SNAP participants are unaware that temporary disabling 
injuries can qualify someone for an exemption.   

 
The challenges involved in implementing the three-month limit require state administrative 

resources.  There is risk that some under-resourced SNAP agencies may inadvertently allow some 
childless adults to fall through the cracks. 

 

Designing Training Programs That Allow People to Retain SNAP Eligibility 

While states are not required to provide a training opportunity or connection to a job, some states 
use a portion of their SNAP employment and training (E&T) programs to provide activities that 
enable some individuals to continue to receive benefits.  Only a limited number of work-related 
activities, however, count toward the 20-hour-per-week requirement.  One activity that does not 
count is job search — states’ most common and least expensive type of SNAP E&T activity, which 
requires an individual to apply for a designated number of jobs within a specified time period.20    

 

Congress Could Avert or Reduce Potential Harm from Three-Month Limit 

The three-month limit for childless nondisabled adults is one of the most severe eligibility 
restrictions in SNAP.  One effective way policymakers could moderate hunger and hardship among 
low-income people is by altering the three-month rule so it truly functions as the work requirement 
its proponents often mistakenly portray it as being — that is, as a work requirement that tests an 
individual’s willingness to work by offering an appropriate job or a position in a work or training 
program or requiring job search.  Such an approach requires a state to offer a job or training 
position or other work activity, or to require job search, for all nondisabled childless adults subject 
to the limit.21  Those who fail to comply lose their benefits.  Those who comply do not.  Members 
of both the House and Senate have introduced legislation that would shift the SNAP time limit to a 
true work requirement.22  Unfortunately, these bills are unlikely to be enacted in 2016. 

 
Other potential changes could mitigate the rule’s harshness by being more realistic about this 

population’s employment prospects.  For example, the time limit could be increased from three to 
six months, reflecting the fact that the typical duration of state unemployment benefits is six 
months.  This would give unemployed individuals a more realistic amount of time to find 20 hours a 
week or more of employment.  In both 2002 and 2008, the Senate voted on a bipartisan basis to 
extend the limit to six months.23 

 

                                                 
20 Job search can only count towards the 20-hour requirement if it is funded by either the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA) or the Trade Adjustment Act (TAA) or makes up less than half of a more comprehensive 
SNAP Employment & Training program.  Most job search activities for SNAP participants are stand-alone programs 
administered by the state human services agency, however, and are not funded through WIOA or TAA — and hence 
don’t count toward the 20-hour requirement. 

21 States have the option to “pledge” to offer a qualifying activity to everyone subject to the time limit.  States that do so 
receive modest additional federal funding.  However, only Colorado, Delaware, South Dakota, Texas, and Wisconsin 
have made this pledge for 2016. 

22 H.R. 1025, introduced by Rep. Jim McDermott, and S. 2420, introduced by Senator Richard Blumenthal, would not 
permit states to terminate food assistance to anyone under this provision without offering the individual an opportunity 
to participate in a work or job training slot.   

23 S. 2302 (2008) and S. 1731 (2002), available at http://www.thomas.gov. 

http://www.thomas.gov/
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Still another improvement would be to expand the kinds of allowable work activities, and in 
particular, to include job search.  Modestly increasing the funding for SNAP E&T also could help 
states provide more work activities and opportunities for the indigent individuals subject to the time 
limit. 

 

Conclusion 

The return of the three-month limit on SNAP benefits for unemployed, nondisabled childless 
adults will have far-reaching impacts on low-income SNAP participants.  The loss of benefits will 
likely increase hardship for at least 500,000 unemployed Americans who rely upon SNAP to meet 
their basic nutritional needs.  With Congress unlikely to act, states need to begin planning for the 
reduction to ensure that clients and the many organizations and SNAP stakeholders that work with 
them are aware of the upcoming change and its effects. 

 
 


