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The Great Recession had profound effects on 
families across the United States, and economic 
recovery has been slow. Poverty and unemployment 

remained high in 2011, and job growth was stagnant.1 
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,2 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 2009.3 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.4 

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.5 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.

Recent Data Show Continued Growth in Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program Use 
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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 2009.6 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. 



Single Mothers Still Most Likely to 
Report SNAP Receipt
Among all families with children, married couples continued 
to have the lowest rates of SNAP receipt in 2011, at 11.8 per-
cent. However, even these families were more likely to receive 
SNAP benefits in 2011 than 2010 in all regions and place types 
(see Table 1). Despite the generally low rates of SNAP receipt 
among married couples with children, there is wide varia-
tion by place type. For example, 9.4 percent of these families 
received SNAP in the suburbs, while 15.6 percent did so in 
rural places. It is worth noting that SNAP receipt among mar-
ried couples with children increased twofold nationwide since 
2007, with particularly large increases in central cities. 

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 
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 
high among single mother families, with more than one in 
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, 
SNAP receipt among single mothers continued to increase, 
rising by 2.4 percentage points between 2010 and 2011.

Households Containing Persons 
Who Are Disabled, Elderly, or Poor 
Continued to Rely on SNAP
In addition to families with children, research shows that people 
with disabilities, seniors, and the poor may be more suscep-
tible to food insecurity.7 In 2011, 23 percent of households that 
contained a person with a disability received SNAP (see Table 
2). Receipt was generally higher in central cities, with as many as 
28.6 percent of these households receiving SNAP. Of note is the 
dramatic increase in SNAP receipt among households containing 
a person with a disability in northeastern central cities since 2007, 
increasing from 27.9 percent in 2007 to 39.6 percent in 2011. 

Figure 1. Percent of households reporting SNAP 
receipt, by place type

Note: All differences are statistically significant (p<0.05).
Source: American Community Survey, 2007, 2010, 2011

Table 1. Families with children receiving SNAP in last 12 months, by family type, 2011

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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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.8 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).9 

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.10 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.11 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.12 All differences 
highlighted in this brief are statistically significant (p<0.05).
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