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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program’s (SNAP) primary purpose is to increase the 
food purchasing power of eligible low-income households in order to improve their nutrition and 
alleviate hunger and malnutrition.1  The program’s success in meeting this core goal has been well 
documented.2  Less well understood is the fact that the program has become quite effective in 
supporting work and that its performance in this area has improved substantially in recent years.   
 
  
Labor Force Participation Among SNAP Recipients Is High  
 
  
 The overwhelming majority of SNAP 
recipients who can work do so.  Among SNAP 
households with at least one working-age, non-
disabled adult, more than half work while 
receiving SNAP — and more than 80 percent 
work in the year prior to or the year after 
receiving SNAP.  The rates are even higher for 
families with children — more than 60 percent 
work while receiving SNAP, and almost 90 
percent work in the prior or subsequent year.  
(See Figure 1.)3   
 
 The number of SNAP households that have 
earnings while participating in SNAP has been 
rising for more than a decade, and has more than 
tripled — from about 2 million in 2000 to about 
6.4 million in 2011.  (See Figure 2.)  The increase 
was especially pronounced during the recent 
deep recession, suggesting that many people have turned to SNAP because of under-employment — 
for example, when one wage-earner in a two-parent family lost a job, when a worker’s hours were 
cut, or when a worker turned to a lower-paying job after being laid off.   
 

                                                
1 See section 2 of the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008 (7 U.S.C. 2011).  SNAP was known as the Food Stamp Program 
until 2008.   

2 See, for example, U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Building a Healthy America: A Profile of the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program,” April 2012; Fox, Mary Kay, William Hamilton, and Biing-Hwan Lin, “Effects of Food 
Assistance and Nutrition Programs on Nutrition and Health, Volume 4, Executive Summary of the Literature Review,” 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, November, 2004; and additional research available at 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-
(snap)/background.aspx. 

3 The figures are based on data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) for the mid-2000s, before 
the recent recession, but preliminary analysis finds that they declined only modestly during the recession.  For this 
analysis SNAP household members are considered to be working-age if they are age 18 through 59 and are disabled if 
they receive a disability-based benefit, such as Social Security or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 

Figure 1 
SNAP Households with Working-Age Non-

Disabled Adults Have High Work Rates 

 
Source: CBPP Calculations based on 2004 SIPP Panel data. 
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Figure 2 
Number of SNAP Households with Earnings Has Risen Sharply 

 
Source: CBPP Tabulations of SNAP Quality Control Household Characteristics data. 

	
  
The large increase in the number of working SNAP households in recent years has resulted in the 
share of SNAP households that are working rising, even as the overall number of Americans who are 
employed declined and the number of long-term unemployed swelled.  (See Figure 3.) 
 

Figure 3 
Work Rates Are High Among Households with Children  

and with Adults Who Could Be Expected to Work 

 
Source: CBPP Tabulations of SNAP Quality Control Household Characteristics data. 

 
 The data also indicate that SNAP receipt does not create work disincentives.  The overwhelming 
majority of non-disabled, working-age households that start receiving SNAP do not stop working.  
In the mid-2000s, only 4 percent of SNAP households that worked in the year before starting to 
receive SNAP did not work in the following year.4  (See Figure 4.)   
 
 

 
                                                
4 The sample sizes for this analysis are small so the results should be viewed with caution, but they strongly indicate that 
SNAP does not cause people to leave the labor force. 
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Figure 4 
Work Participation During the Year After Starting to Receive SNAP 

 
Source: CBPP Calculations based on 2004 SIPP Panel data. 

 
  
SNAP Is Designed to Support Work 
 
 The high labor force participation rate among SNAP recipients is not accidental — SNAP is 
designed to act both as a safety net for people who are elderly, disabled, or temporarily unemployed 
and to supplement the wages of low-income workers.   
 

 SNAP’s basic structure supports work.  Households that meet the program’s eligibility 
rules and requirements can qualify for benefits and be served if they apply.  As a result, 
SNAP is able both to respond quickly and effectively in recessions and to act as a longer-
term support for low-wage workers.  SNAP typically boosts low-wage workers’ income by 
10 percent or more. 
 

 The SNAP benefit formula includes work incentives.  SNAP targets benefits based on 
a household’s income and expenses, including a deduction for earned income to reflect the 
cost of work-related expenses and to function as a work incentive.  As a result of the 
SNAP benefit calculation rules, SNAP households are financially better off if they are able 
to secure employment or increase their earnings. 
 

 SNAP cushions the effects of weaknesses in the labor market.  SNAP plays 
important roles in helping workers who lose their jobs during recessions as well as in 
supporting low-income workers who are impacted by broader adverse trends in the low-
wage labor market.  SNAP was the most responsive of all means-tested benefit programs 
during the recent deep recession and ensuing weak recovery.  It also helps workers who 
struggle to make ends meet when they cannot find higher paying jobs or jobs with 
sufficient hours. 

 
 
SNAP’s Effectiveness in Serving Workers a Focus in Recent Years 
 
 SNAP’s performance in reaching eligible working households has improved over the past decade 
as a result of bipartisan efforts at the federal, state, and local levels to respond to previous 
weaknesses in this area.  The efforts have paid off, with estimated participation rates (i.e., the 
portion of eligible households that actually receives benefits) hitting highs in recent years; the SNAP 
participation rate among eligible low-income working families, which fell after enactment of the 
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1996 welfare law (although that was not what the authors of the law intended), rose from 43 percent 
in 2002 to about 65 percent in 2010.  (See Figure 5.) 
 

Figure 5 
National SNAP Participation Rates at New Highs 

 
Note: The discontinuities in 1999 and 2002 reflect changes in methodology for calculating SNAP 
participation rates by the USDA. The USDA also revised its methodology for the 2010 rates.  
Because of these revisions the level of the participation rate is not comparable across all time 
periods. 
Source: Esa Eslami, Joshua Leftin, and Mark Strayer, “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
Participation Rates: Fiscal Year 2010,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, December 2012, and 
earlier reports in the series. 
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