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Recent Data Show Continued Growth in Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program Use

JESSICA A. CARSON AND WILLIAM W. MEUB

he Great Recession had profound effects on
I families across the United States, and economic

recovery has been slow. Poverty and unemployment
remained high in 2011, and job growth was stagnant.'
Amid these signs of a sluggish recovery, social safety net
programs have played a key role in supporting vulnerable
families. Perhaps one of the most efficient and effec-
tive safety net programs,® the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program, or SNAP (formerly known as food
stamps), has remained particularly important for provid-
ing families and children with nutritious foods and allevi-
ating poverty. For example, if SNAP benefits were counted
as income, 4.4 percent fewer families would have been
considered poor between 2000 and 2009.> SNAP funding
also has a multiplicative economic effect on communi-
ties, and research shows that every $5 increase in benefits
generates $9 of economic activity.*

This brief uses data from the American Community
Survey to examine rates of SNAP receipt in 2011, with
particular attention to changes since the onset of the reces-
sion, and to receipt by family composition, region, and
place type (rural, suburban, and central city locations). It
also explores SNAP receipt among households at particu-
lar risk for food insecurity, such as households containing
seniors, a person with a disability, and people in poverty.

SNAP Use Rose in 2011

As of November 2011, more than 46.3 million people
received SNAP benefits nationwide, 2.7 million more than
just one year prior.°In 2011, the percent of households
reporting SNAP receipt rose by 1.1 percentage points to 13
percent nationally. Central cities had the highest rates of
SNAP receipt at 16 percent, closely followed by rural places at
15.6 percent. The suburbs continued to have the lowest rates
(10.1 percent in 2011) (see Figure 1). Among all households,

Key Findings

In 2011, 13 percent of all households reported
receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) benefits. This represents an
increase from 7.7 percent in 2007, reflecting
both changes in need and policy.

The highest rate of SNAP receipt was in central
cities (16 percent), closely followed by rural
areas (15.6 percent).

Between 2010 and 2011, SNAP receipt
increased at a similar pace (by roughly 1
percentage point) in every region and in every
place type (rural areas, suburbs, and central
cities). Northeastern central cities realized the
largest increases since 2007, resulting in the
highest rate of SNAP receipt (21.5 percent) of
any area by 2011.

Single mothers had the highest rate of SNAP
receipt, substantially higher than single fathers’
rates and three to four times as high as rates
among married couples with children.

More than three-quarters of households reporting
SNAP receipt contained one or more workers.

SNAP receipt rose from 2010 levels by just over 1 percentage
point. Increases since 2007 were larger, owing in part to legis-
lative changes enacted in 2008 and 2009.° Between 2007 and
2011, SNAP receipt grew the least in suburbs in the Northeast
(up 3.9 percentage points) and the most in northeastern
central cities (up 8 percentage points). These steep increases
in Northeast cities resulted in higher rates there than in any
other region or place type, with more than one in five house-
holds receiving SNAP in 2011.
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Compared with married couple families with children,
families headed by single parents reported higher rates of
SNAP receipt over time, paired with large increases in receipt
=2007 =2010 2011 since the recession. In 2011, 27.1 percent of single fathers
reported SNAP receipt, up 1.7 percentage points since 2010.
Rates of receipt among single father families neared one in
three in rural places, higher than in any other place type. Single
mothers continued to have the highest rates of SNAP receipt,

at 44.4 percent in 2011. Rural SNAP receipt was also especially
15.6 16.0 . . .1 . .
14.6 14.8 high among single mother families, with more than one in
9.0 10.1
54

FIGURE 1. PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP
RECEIPT, BY PLACE TYPE

two rural single mother families reporting receipt in 2011.
Rates of SNAP receipt among single mothers were highest in
midwestern central cities, with 56.6 percent receiving SNAP.
Further, even in the northeastern suburbs, where receipt was
lowest among single-mother families, one-third were using
SNAP in 2011. Despite rates that were already high in 2010,
Note: All differences are statistically significant (p<0.05). SNAP receipt among single mothers continued to increase,
Source: American Community Survey, 2007, 2010, 2011 rising by 2.4 percentage points between 2010 and 2011.

Single Mothers Still Most Likely to Households Containing Persons

Report SNAP Receipt Who Are Disabled, Elderly, or Poor

Among all families with children, married couples continued Continued to RelY on SNAP

to have the lowest rates of SNAP receipt in 2011, at 11.8 per-

cent. However, even these families were more likely to receive In addition to families with children, research shows that people
SNAP benefits in 2011 than 2010 in all regions and place types with disabilities, seniors, and the poor may be more suscep-
(see Table 1). Despite the generally low rates of SNAP receipt tible to food insecurity.” In 2011, 23 percent of households that

Rural Suburban Central City

among married couples with children, there is wide varia- contained a person with a disability received SNAP (see Table
tion by place type. For example, 9.4 percent of these families 2). Receipt was generally higher in central cities, with as many as
received SNAP in the suburbs, while 15.6 percent did so in 28.6 percent of these households receiving SNAP. Of note is the
rural places. It is worth noting that SNAP receipt among mar- dramatic increase in SNAP receipt among households containing
ried couples with children increased twofold nationwide since a person with a disability in northeastern central cities since 2007,
2007, with particulaﬂy large increases in central cities. increasing from 27.9 percent in 2007 to 39.6 percent in 2011.

TABLE 1. FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN RECEIVING SNAP IN LAST 12 MONTHS, BY FAMILY TYPE, 2011

All Places Rural Suburban Central City
Number of Number of Number of Number of
Households Percentof ~ Change Change |Households Percentof  Change Change |Households Percentof  Change Change |Households Percentof  Change Change
onSNAP  Households Since 2007  Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households Since 2007 Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households Since 2007 Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households Since 2007 ~ Since 2010

All Households

U.S. Total 14,900,000 13.0 53 1.1 3,019,586 15.6 5.0 1.0 5,805,271 10.1 4.8 1.1 6,119,785 16.0 6.2 1.2

Northeast 2,664,358 12.7 5.1 1.1 293,431 13.8 4.6 14 1,031,370 82 3.9 0.9 1,339,557 215 8.0 15

Midwest 3,417,738 132 4.9 1.0 805,396 133 4.4 0.8 1,217,755 9.8 43 0.9 1,394,587 18.7 6.3 13

South 6,140,380 144 5.7 13 1,552,720 184 55 1.1 2,458,363 1.7 5.5 1.2 2,129,297 16.0 6.2 14

West 2,722,166 107 5.1 1.0 368,039 136 5.0 0.9 1,097,783 95 4.9 1.2 1256344 112 53 0.8
Married Couples with Children

U.S. Total 2,843,926 1.8 5.8 1.0 572,881 15.6 6.0 0.8 1,291,761 94 5.2 1.0 979,284 14.6 7.2 1.1

Northeast 379,632 9.0 4.6 0.9 47,122 12.2 4.9 0.8 164,127 57 3.2 0.7 168,383 18.0 9.2 15

Midwest 568,922 108 4.9 0.5 158,008 134 5.4 0.7 238,265 82 43 0.6 172,649 14.9 6.3 0.0

South 1,202,997 13.6 6.4 1.2 286,762 18.0 6.2 0.6 567,883 115 6.2 1.2 348,352 15.2 7.3 1.8

West 692,375 1.9 6.6 1.1 80,989 15.6 7.4 15 321,486 108 6.4 13 289,900 125 6.7 0.8
Single Fathers

U.S. Total 843,647 271 12.1 1.7 169,944 325 125 21 351,946 230 113 2.0 321,757 304 13.2 11

Northeast 124,287 249 10.5 16 18313 313 14.0 5.6 48,452 17.5 7.0 1.0 57,522 35.1 15.1 17

Midwest 191,346 284 1.1 13 49,249 30.1 9.4 17 68,711 226 10.3 0.9 73,386 356 13.6 1.0

South 324,957 289 13.0 1.5 75,896 346 134 1.0 147,616 258 131 27 101,445 30.5 129 03

West 203,057 248 129 23 26,486 325 149 29 87,167 229 125 25 89,404 250 12.8 19
Single Mothers

U.S. Total 4,460,935 444 125 24 796,464 52.1 10.1 15 1,682,522 375 13.2 3.0 1,981,949 49.2 129 21

Northeast 763,333 433 13.1 24 69,632 46.6 9.8 35 291,565 336 131 35 402,136 54.0 14.6 15

Midwest 1,020,217 48.5 124 2.7 200,893 49.6 9.7 14 357,944 40.5 13.0 34 461,380 56.6 13.2 3.2

South 1,890,023 46.2 12.6 21 438,066 55.4 10.0 0.5 716,621 395 14.0 25 735,336 49.5 12,6 2.5

West 787,362 37.7 12.1 2.5 87,873 47.9 11.4 4.6 316,392 343 12.0 3.5 383,097 39.0 12.5 13
Notes

1. All households includes both families with children and without, married couples, single fathers, and single mothers includes only families with children under 18 years of age.

2. Bold and shaded typeface indicates statistically significant change (p<0.05).

3. Levels of urbanization are defined as follows: “rural” consists of geographic components “not in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area” and “in micropolitan statistical area,”
suburban includes “in metropolitan statistical area, not in principal city,” and central city includes “in metropolitan statistical area, in principal city.”

Source: 2007, 2010, & 2011 American Community Survey
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TABLE 2. DISABLED, SENIOR, AND POOR HOUSEHOLDS RECEIVING SNAP IN LAST 12 MONTHS, 2011

All Places Rural Suburban Central City
Number of Number of Number of Number of
Households Percentof ~ Change Change | Households Percentof  Change Change  [Households Percentof  Change Change [Households Percentof  Change Change
onSNAP  Households  Since 2007 ~ Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households ~Since 2007 ~ Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households Since 2007 ~ Since 2010 | onSNAP  Households Since 2007 ~ Since 2010
Disabled Households
U.S. Total 6,505,943 23.0 7.5 1.6 1,482,886 248 6.7 17 2,487,495 18.5 71 1.5 2,535,562 286 8.8 1.7
Northeast 1,232,199 25.1 8.1 1.7 146,761 248 741 21 489,042 174 6.8 1.6 596,396 39.6 1.7 15
Midwest 1,511,288 241 71 1.6 382,388 228 6.0 1.7 525,090 18.8 6.7 1.5 603,810 336 8.9 1.6
South 2,715,346 24.2 7.9 19 786,974 269 6.9 1.8 1,062,772 20.5 7.9 1.8 865,600 27.8 9.0 1.9
West 1,047,110 178 6.8 13 166,763 21.0 6.6 1.1 410,591 155 6.2 1.0 469,756 19.2 7.4 1.7
Senior Households
U.S. Total 3,804,132 9.5 3.6 0.9 787,107 10.1 34 1.0 1,496,698 73 3.2 0.8 1,520,327 129 4.8 1.0
Northeast 832,720 109 4.1 0.9 76,894 9.1 2.9 0.7 316,178 6.6 3.0 0.8 439,648 21.5 7.7 15
Midwest 774917 87 3.2 0.7 187,285 79 2.6 0.8 278,216 6.5 2.8 0.5 309,416 13.7 4.6 0.9
South 1,591,726 10.7 3.8 1.0 429,398 125 35 13 649,311 8.8 3.5 0.9 513,017 128 4.7 1.1
West 604,769 7.0 3.4 0.8 93,530 85 34 0.7 252,993 6.2 3.2 0.9 258,246 74 3.6 0.8
Households in Poverty
U.S. Total 7,895605  47.0 10.4 2.7 1698480 517 10.1 2.8 2,783,484 437 11.9 3.0 3,413,641 47.7 9.6 2.5
Northeast 1365440  50.5 10.5 3.2 147,987 522 9.9 45 470,438 425 11.0 2.9 747,015 56.9 10.5 3.1
Midwest 1,843,220 51.0 10.2 2.5 440,669 50.8 10.4 25 590,430 476 11.3 31 812,121 53.9 9.4 21
South 3,318,177 485 1.1 3.0 917,715 53.8 10.2 25 1,208,431 46.1 13.5 34 1,192,031 473 10.0 3.0
West 1,368,768 376 10.1 2.2 192,109 44.8 9.6 3.4 514,185 36.9 10.7 2.4 662,474 36.3 10.1 1.9
Notes

1. Bold and shaded typeface indicates statistically significant change (p<0.05).

2. Levels of urbanization are defined as follows: “rural” consists of geographic components “not in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area” and “in micropolitan statistical area,”
suburban includes “in metropolitan statistical area, not in principal city,” and central city includes “in metropolitan statistical area, in principal city.”

Source: 2007, 2010, & 2011 American Community Survey

Among senior households (households that contain one
or more persons aged 60 or older), SNAP receipt reached
9.5 percent in 2011. As with households containing a person
with a disability, SNAP rates among this group increased
primarily in central cities, with the largest increases in
northeastern central cities. SNAP receipt among senior
households in northeastern central cities increased from 13.8
percent in 2007 to 21.5 percent in 2011.

Finally, nearly one-half of poor households (47 percent)
reported receiving SNAP in 2011, an increase of 10.4 percent-
age points from 2007. Rates of SNAP receipt were particularly
high among the rural poor, at 51.7 percent.® In addition, SNAP
is an important support for low-income working households.
For example, more than three-quarters of households receiv-
ing SNAP contained one or more workers. Workers’ use of
SNAP in part may reflect overall low wages; while households
receiving SNAP tend to have employed members, the median
income among SNAP households remained substantially
lower than the U.S. median ($18,014 versus $50,502 in 2011).°

Policy Implications

SNAP is increasingly the target of congressional budget

cuts, despite the large number of Americans who rely on the
program. In 2012, the Senate passed a reauthorization bill that
would cut SNAP by $4.49 billion over 10 years, which would
potentially result in a $90 reduction in monthly SNAP benefits
for more than half a million households. In addition, the
House Committee on Agriculture developed a reauthoriza-
tion bill that would cut $16 billion from the program over 10
years. The number of people who would lose SNAP benefits
under just one provision of this bill (eliminating categorical
eligibility) is estimated to be between 1.8 million and 3 mil-
lion, in addition to the half million who would be harmed by

the Senate bill cuts.’® The American Taxpayer Relief Act (the
legislation to resolve the tax components of the “fiscal cliff;
enacted at the beginning of January 2013) did not include any
cuts to SNAP. However, the debate is merely postponed. This
discussion will likely recur in February when Congress will
try to find alternatives to the across-the-board budget cuts
enacted as part of the Budget Control Act of 2011. Although
budget cuts are imminent, policymakers should consider what
such cuts would mean to families, including seniors, single
parents, the poor, and those with disabilities, who rely on
SNAP to meet their nutritional needs.

Data

This analysis is based on U.S. Census Bureau estimates from the
2007, 2010, and 2011 American Community Survey."' Estimates
were produced by aggregating information from detailed tables
available on American FactFinder. These estimates are meant

to give perspective on SNAP use, but because they are based

on survey data, one should use caution when comparing across
categories, as the margins of error may place seemingly dispa-
rate estimates within reasonable sampling error.'> All differences
highlighted in this brief are statistically significant (p<0.05).
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