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Policy Brief: Modernizing SNAP Benefits Would Help
Millions Better Afford Healthy Food

By Steven Carlson, Joseph Llobrera, and Brynne Keith-Jennings

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly food stamps) is the primary
source of nutrition assistance for low-income families and individuals, enabling them to spend more
on groceries than their limited budgets would otherwise allow. But SNAP’s relatively modest
benefits are not reliably meeting participating households’ nutritional needs. Even before the
COVID-19 pandemic, millions of people across the United States — including roughly half of all
households participating in SNAP — lacked consistent access to enough food.'

SNAP benefits are based on the outdated Thrifty Food Plan (TFP), developed by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA). The cost of the TFP is supposed to represent the minimal
amount of money needed to purchase a nutritious diet, but it has been fixed since the 1970s and
adjusted only for inflation. Because the TEFP has not kept up with changes in the most recent dietary
recommendations and the economic realities most households face when trying to buy and prepare
healthy food, it has resulted in SNAP benefits that are too low for households to afford a nutritious
diet throughout the month. Before the pandemic, SNAP benefits averaged less than $1.40 per
person per meal.

The bipartisan 2018 farm bill directed USDA to reevaluate the TEFP to better reflect the modern
cost of a healthy diet by 2022. President Biden, in one of his first executive actions, asked USDA to
expeditiously complete this scientific, evidence-based analysis. The TFP is generated by a data-
intensive mathematical technique that uses validated data and scientific evidence on food prices,
nutritional requirements, dietary guidelines, and typical food consumption patterns. While the results
of USDA’s review are not yet available, our assessment of research from roughly the last decade
strongly suggests that SNAP benefits fall short of what many participants need and that raising
benefit levels would promote food security, child health, and racial equity.

Outdated Thrifty Food Plan Leads to SNAP Benefits That Fall Short for Many

The TFP’s cost has been fixed since the 1970s because of administrative decisions to allow its cost
to rise only by inflation, even as dietary guidelines, consumption patterns, and the constraints of
many time-strapped working families changed (some women of color and low-income working
families have always faced such time constraints). As a result, the TFP has grown increasingly
unrealistic over the course of nearly 50 years. In revising the TFP since the 1970s the USDA has



been answering the question, “Is it theoretically possible to purchase a nutritious diet on the existing
TFP amount?”, not the question, “How much does a modern healthy diet, with foods that most
people eat, cost?” To stay within the same cost over the years, the TFP has relied on a narrow range
of less expensive foods, has assumed that families can spend a considerable amount of time
preparing meals mostly from scratch, and has not accounted for varying family types and dietary
needs. As a result, many families run out of SNAP benefits before the end of the month and
struggle to put together adequate meals.

The restrictive cost constraint and other factors result in TFP market baskets that do
not reflect the foods most people consume, including low-income consumers. Held to
a very low cost constraint while still trying to meet nutrient standards and other dietary
requirements, the TFP relies on a narrow range of foods that do not reflect the variety of
healthy foods that science-based dietary guidelines recommend or what most households
would find a reasonable variety of foods to eat each month. As a result, the TFP market
baskets deviate, sometimes dramatically, from the consumption patterns that people might
reasonably be expected to follow. For example, the TFP market basket representing the
weekly food purchases of the SNAP reference family of four includes 40 pounds of lower-
fat and skim milk and yogurt (equal to about 4.5 gallons of milk or 20 32-ounce tubs of
yogurt — a very large amount for four people to eat in a week) and nearly 5 pounds of
legumes (beans) but only 0.13 pounds of cheese (amounting to about two to three slices of
cheese) and less than a pound of egg and egg mixtures (amounting to about seven large eggs)
for the entire family.”

The TFP assumes consumers will have far more time to prepare meals than most
households spend on food preparation, resulting in a plan that depends heavily on
foods that take more time to prepare and not enough on healthy foods that reduce
preparation time. Cost and lack of time were the most common barriers to eating a healthy
diet that SNAP participants identified in a recent study.’ Given the increase in women’s
labor force participation since the 1970s, and with many parents working multiple jobs,
families often have limited time for food preparation. (Also, the extent of work, particularly
among women of color, was not sufficiently recognized when the TEFP was first established.)
Yet the TFP assumes SNAP participants will rely heavily on meals prepared mostly from
scratch, with limited use of more convenient and time-saving grocery items, such as peeled
and pre-sliced vegetables or ready-to-cook cuts of skinless and boneless meat.*

Preparing a nutritious diet under TFP constraints would take an estimated 13 to 16 hours
per week, or roughly two hours per day.” This is much more than most households in the
United States spend preparing meals: an average adult typically spends just over 35 minutes
each day on food preparation and cleanup. The figure for SNAP participants is higher
(around 50 to 65 minutes), but still falls well short of the actual effort that adhering to the
TFP would require.’ Ignoring the time that it would take to make meals under the current
TFP means that the food plan includes foods that take longer to prepare and doesn’t provide
adequate resources to purchase healthy foods that take less time.

The TFP does not fully account for varying family types or dietary needs. While
SNAP benefits are scaled by family size, the TFP for a family of four is based on the dietary
needs of two adults and two children under age 12 and thus is likely inappropriate for
families with teenagers, who have similar nuttitional needs as adults.” Furthermore, the TFP
does not account for a range of dietary restrictions and is insufficient to cover medically



necessary dietary needs for relatively common conditions such as lactose intolerance or
diabetes.® The TFP also fails to meet population-wide nutritional guidelines for vitamin E,
potassium, and sodium.” Some simplifications are important to allow the TFP to be useful
for setting SNAP benefits. But if the TFP is too low for the reference family, then it falls
even further behind for other family types that have higher nutritional needs.

Many families struggle once SNAP benefits run out. About a quarter of all households
exhaust virtually all their benefits within a week of receipt, and more than half exhaust
virtually all benefits within the first two weeks."” Numerous studies have found that late in
the benefit cycle (that is, toward the end of the month), SNAP participants consume fewer
calories'" (with the probability of going an entire day without eating tripling from the first to
the last day of the month'?), are likelier to expetience food insecurity," visit food pantries
more frequently,' and may be likelier to visit emergency rooms ot to be admitted to a
hospital because of low blood sugar.” In addition, at the end of the benefit month,
children’s test scores are lower and they are more likely to misbehave in school.® Geography
also plays a role; while benefit inadequacy is widespread, it’s greater in areas where food
prices are higher. While the average low-income, food-secure household spends more on
food than the per-meal value of the TFP in 99 percent of U.S. continental counties, the gap
between the cost of a meal and SNAP maximum benefits per meal is greatest in areas with
higher food prices."”

Raising SNAP Benefits Would Promote Food Security, Child Health, Racial
Equity

Increasing SNAP benefits would meaningfully improve food security and could promote
children’s health, recent research suggests. Raising SNAP benefits could also help address the
disproportionate impacts of benefit inadequacy on people of color.

Larger SNAP benefits increase food security. Research has found that low-income
households’ food security improved after policymakers temporarily boosted SNAP benefits
in response to the Great Recession.'® These trends then reversed as inflation eroded the
benefit increase and policymakers subsequently ended it."” Similarly, increasing SNAP
benefits in the summer — when children lose access to school meals — has been shown to
reduce food insecurity.””’ (See Figure 1.) Preliminary evidence also suggests the Pandemic
Electronic Benefit Transfer (P-EBT) program created to help families with children whose
schools closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic substantially reduced food hardship for
millions of children.”

Raising SNAP benefits helps reduce child poverty, which can improve children’s
physical and mental health and lead, over the longer term, to greater educational attainment
and labor market success. No program is more effective than SNAP in lifting children out of
deep poverty (income less than half of the poverty line), and SNAP is second only to the
combined effects of the Farned Income Tax Credit and the refundable portion of the Child
Tax Credit in lifting children above the poverty line.”

Increased SNAP benefits promote children’s health. The Great Recession-era benefit
increase was associated with a number of positive child health outcomes, including
somewhat healthier weights among toddlers and adolescents and a greater likelihood of
young children being described as “well” in the years following the benefit increase.”
Greater SNAP purchasing power in areas where SNAP benefits can stretch farther because



food prices are lower has also been associated with improved use of health care (such as a
greater likelihood of children getting regular check-ups) and fewer school days missed due to
illness.*

FIGURE 1

Additional SNAP Benefits Raise Food
Expenditures and Improve Household
Food Security

Impact of extra $60 in SNAP benefits each summer month for each
school-aged child in SNAP household
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Note: Very low food security = one or more household members must cut the size of meals,
skip meals, or go entire days without food due to lack of resources. Food insecurity =
household members lack consistent access to enough food to support an active, healthy life.

Source: Collins and Klerman (2017), Summer Electronic Benefit Transfer for Children (SEBTC)
Demonstration.
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e Increasing SNAP could address the disproportionate impacts of benefit inadequacy
on people of color. Poverty and food insecurity rates are higher among Black and Latino
households due to structural factors that contribute to income, wealth, and other disparities.”
Evidence also suggests that the current SNAP benefit calculation may be especially inaccurate
at estimating food needs for people of color. For example, the TFP assumes more than three
servings of milk or other dairy products a day, even though at least one-quarter of the U.S.
population is lactose intolerant.” Lactose intolerance is disproportionately prevalent among
people of color, affecting virtually all Native Americans, large majorities of Asian American
and Pacific Islander and Black people, and most Latino individuals.”

A large and growing body of evidence strongly suggests that current SNAP benefit levels are not
sufficient to enable all participants to afford a nutritious diet throughout the month. Making the
Thrifty Food Plan more accurately reflect the cost of a healthy diet and raising SNAP benefits would
have significant positive impacts for children and other participants.
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