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SNAP Helps 1.2 Million Low-Income Veterans,
Including Thousands in Every State
By Lauren Hall

About 1.2 million veterans live in households that participated in SNAP (formerly food stamps)
from 2017 to 2019, CBPP analysis of pre-COVID-19 data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American
Community Survey finds." In every state, thousands of low-income veterans use SNAP to help put
food on the table. Florida has the largest number of veterans participating in SNAP (108,000),
followed by Texas (94,000), and California (90,000). Oregon, Rhode Island, and Washington, D.C.
have the highest per capita rate, with about 1 in 10 veterans living in households that received
SNAP. (See Table 1 for state-by-state data.)

The 1.2 million figure, an annual average for the 2017-2019 period, represents the number of
veterans who received SNAP at any point during the previous year.” For low-income veterans, who
may be unemployed, working in low-wage jobs, or have disabilities, SNAP provides an essential
support that enables them to purchase nutritious food for their families. Nationwide, SNAP is a
powerful anti-hunger and anti-poverty tool: it lifted 6.6 million people above the poverty line in
2017, including 3.1 million children.’

While veterans are a diverse group, many face challenges making ends meet. Evidence is mixed
about how veterans fare overall in the labor market, but some evidence shows worse outcomes for
some groups. In 2020, the youngest veterans, aged 18 through 24, had higher unemployment rates
than veterans of other ages, which may reflect their transition from service. In addition, Black and

' We defined veterans as those individuals who indicated they have ever served on active duty in the U.S. Armed Forces.

*The number of SNAP participants has increased since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, but is similar to the
2017-2019 period analyzed. Therefore, the 1.2 million figure may be comparable to current veteran participation. See
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap for more detailed numbers.

’ CBPP analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey and Supplemental Poverty Measure public use files.
Cotrections for undetreported benefits from the Department of Health and Human Setvices/Utban Institute Transfer

Income Model (TRIM).


https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap

Latino veterans had higher unemployment rates than white veterans, which may be due to structural
racism and discrimination that creates barriers to employment for people of color.*

Veterans may face barriers to employment such as little work experience beyond military service,
trouble finding employment that matches their skills, discrimination by employers, or lack of access
to support services (such as military-to-civilian transition services or veteran hiring services).’
Younger veterans may be highly skilled but civilian employers may undervalue their military
experience, leading to a disproportionate share who hold jobs for which they are overqualified for
compared to younger non-veterans with similar skills. In addition to experiencing more job
dissatisfaction and turnover as a result, some veterans may only be offered low-wage jobs, which can
make it difficult for them to meet their basic needs.

Some veterans also face challenges from physical and mental health conditions related to their
service that can affect their well-being. For example, some conditions that are more prevalent
among returning recent veterans, such as traumatic brain injuries or post-traumatic stress disorder,
have been linked to negative outcomes such as reduced labor force participation, increased risk of
poor physical and mental health, and worse quality of life including difficulty with community
reintegration.” About two-fifths of veterans who served in September 2001 or later reported a

* Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), “Employment Situation of Veterans — 2020,” March 18, 2021,
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/vet.pdf. Latino veterans may be of any race. Asian veterans had lower
unemployment rates than white veterans in 2020. BLS did not publish data on veterans of other races.
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service-connected disability in 2020, and more than half of this group had severe disabilities as a
result of their military service. Recent veterans with a service-connected disability have a lower labor
force participation rate than those without one.”

Due to these and other factors, some veterans struggle to meet basic needs. About 37,000
veterans were experiencing homelessness in January 2019, or about 8.1 percent of all homeless
adults, according to the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s annual point-in-time
survey.” Veterans with disabilities and without health insurance are also more likely to experience
difficulty paying medical bills." It may be difficult for veterans who lack stable employment,
housing, or resources to cover medical expenses to afford enough to eat.

According to the Department of Agriculture, 11 percent of veterans aged 18 to 64 experienced
food insecurity in 2015-2019 and were more likely to experience it than non-veterans.'' Veterans of
color were more likely than white veterans to experience food insecurity. In addition, veterans who
had a disability, were unemployed, or had lower education attainment were at greater risk of food
insecurity. Another study found that depression and suicidal ideation were more common among
food-insecure veterans."

For veterans struggling to overcome obstacles to feed their families, SNAP makes a crucial
difference. On average, low-income veterans are less likely to participate in SNAP than the low-
income U.S. population, but many veterans who are most likely to be food insecure, including those
who are young, less educated, or unemployed, ate more likely than other veterans to participate."
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¥ Bureau of Labor Statistics, op. cit. Veterans are assigned disability ratings on a scale of 0 to 100 based on adverse health
conditions from their military service. A disability rating of at least 60 percent is considered severe in this context.
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One study found about 1 in 4 low-income veterans and nearly 1 in 3 food-insecure veterans
participated in SNAP in the previous year."

Important advances, including the recent implementation of food-insecurity screenings in the
Veterans Administration system, are helping to better identify veterans at risk of food insecurity.
However, much more needs to be done to help close the veteran SNAP participation gap and to
better connect struggling veterans with available resources.'

15

found that 83 percent of eligible low-income people in the U.S. participated in SNAP in 2012 (with 82 percent
participating in 2018, according to the most recent report).
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Veterans Receiving SNAP Benefits, 2017-2019 Average

Estimated number of Estimated total Estimated share of
State veterans receiving SNAP number of veterans veterans receiving SNAP
Alabama 22,000 323,000 7%
Alaska 5,000 63,000 7%
Arizona 29,000 486,000 6%
Arkansas 10,000 191,000 5%
California 90,000 1,524,000 6%
Colorado 20,000 369,000 5%
Connecticut 9,000 160,000 6%
Delaware 5,000 67,000 7%
District of Columbia 3,000 26,000 10%
Florida 108,000 1,425,000 8%
Georgia 45,000 614,000 7%
Hawai'i 7,000 100,000 7%
Idaho 7,000 119,000 6%
lllinois 45,000 553,000 8%
Indiana 19,000 379,000 5%
lowa 10,000 178,000 5%
Kansas 8,000 177,000 5%
Kentucky 17,000 257,000 7%
Louisiana 19,000 238,000 8%
Maine 8,000 105,000 7%
Maryland 21,000 362,000 6%
Massachusetts 19,000 294,000 6%
Michigan 41,000 532,000 8%
Minnesota 12,000 288,000 4%
Mississippi 13,000 161,000 8%
Missouri 26,000 388,000 7%
Montana 5,000 86,000 6%
Nebraska 6,000 115,000 5%
Nevada 16,000 207,000 8%
New Hampshire 3,000 94,000 3%
New lJersey 14,000 312,000 5%
New Mexico 12,000 143,000 8%
New York 57,000 676,000 8%
North Carolina 48,000 654,000 7%
North Dakota 2,000 46,000 4%
Ohio 50,000 685,000 7%
Oklahoma 21,000 264,000 8%

Oregon 31,000 272,000 11%



Veterans Receiving SNAP Benefits, 2017-2019 Average

Estimated number of Estimated total Estimated share of
State veterans receiving SNAP number of veterans veterans receiving SNAP
Pennsylvania 62,000 737,000 8%
Rhode Island 5,000 52,000 10%
South Carolina 21,000 359,000 6%
South Dakota 4,000 57,000 7%
Tennessee 32,000 425,000 8%
Texas 94,000 1,435,000 7%
Utah 7,000 121,000 6%
Vermont 2,000 35,000 7%
Virginia 27,000 671,000 4%
Washington 43,000 522,000 8%
West Virginia 12,000 124,000 9%
Wisconsin 18,000 325,000 6%
Wyoming 1,000 44,000 3%
United States 1,212,000 17,844,000 7%

Notes on Methods

CBPP analyzed the 2017-2019 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample
(ACS PUMS) for this state-level analysis. Veterans were identified as individuals who indicated that
they had ever served on active duty in the U.S. Armed Forces. The figures presented here represent
our best estimate of the number of veterans living in households that receive SNAP at some point
during the year.

The analysis combines data for three years (2017 through 2019) to improve the reliability of the
state estimates. The figures, which total 1.2 million veterans nationwide for the three-year average,
refer to veterans living in households where anyone received SNAP benefits at any time in the last
12 months. The ACS surveys housing unit addresses and residents of group quarters facilities,
including shelters. It omits any homeless individuals who are not staying at an address (for example,
with friends or family) or at a shelter at the time of survey. Given the transient nature of this
population, the ACS likely undercounts people experiencing homelessness, including homeless
veterans.
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