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rom the beginning of the Great Recession
in 2007 until 2012, receipt of Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits
grew steadily.1 Participation and funding rose to historic levels2 driven by the changing economy, intensified efforts to enroll eligible populations, and expanded
benefits and eligibility via the 2009 American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act. Throughout the recovery, SNAP
has acted as an economic stimulus and part of a safety
net for struggling families. In 2013, SNAP receipt fell
slightly—a decline perhaps indicative of a slowly recovering economy. However, substantially more households still reported receiving SNAP benefits in 2013
than before the recession.3

Although the proposed cuts are unlikely to be
enacted in 2015, cuts will be debated and are
likely to be a major component of the Farm Bill
reauthorization debate, scheduled for 2018.
Despite the declines in SNAP receipt in 2013, the
program remains an important support for populations at risk for food insecurity and hunger. There is
currently substantial disagreement about the future
of SNAP funding. The president’s proposed budget
for fiscal year 2016 made no substantial cuts to SNAP
funding, and allotted additional funds to improving access to SNAP for seniors. By comparison, the
budget resolution adopted by Congress cuts low- and
moderate-income entitlements (outside of health
care) by an average of one-third by 2025.4 If cuts
to income security programs are applied across the
board, the plan would cut $350 billion dollars over
the next decade, from programs—like SNAP—that

serve low income families. Although the proposed
cuts are unlikely to be enacted in 2015, cuts will be
debated and are likely to be a major component of the
Farm Bill reauthorization debate, scheduled for 2018.
Further, the impact of an earlier reduction in funding (November 2013) is not yet visible in most data,
making it an important time to assess SNAP’s reach.5
This brief uses data from the American Community
Survey to document rates of SNAP receipt in 2013, to
track changes since the onset of the recession in 2007,
and to monitor receipt by region and across rural
places, suburbs, and cities. In addition, it examines
levels of SNAP receipt among potentially vulnerable
populations to determine how receipt has changed
among these groups since the recession began.6
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Post-Recession Growth in SNAP
Receipt Ends

Single Parents Reported High Rates
of 15Receipt

In 2013, 13.5 percent of all households reported receiving SNAP, slightly lower than 13.6 percent in 2012.
From the beginning of the recession through 2012,
SNAP receipt rose substantially each year in all regions
of the United States and across all place types. In 2013,
however, SNAP receipt did not increase in any region or
place type, and instead stabilized or declined in all areas.
Though overall growth in SNAP receipt ended in
2013, many of the longer-term patterns of SNAP receipt
persisted. For example, receipt was highest in cities,
where 16.6 percent of households reported receipt, followed by rural places (15.9 percent), and suburbs (10.8
percent). Further, rates in all regions and place types
were still substantially higher than at the recession’s start
in 2007 (7.7 percent nationally) or at its official end in
2009 (10.3 percent). Regionally, the South had the highest rate of SNAP receipt, at 14.8 percent of households.
At the intersection of region and place type, especially
high rates were found in the rural South and in cities in
the Northeast and Midwest (see Figure 1).

As SNAP receipt dropped slightly nationwide, declines
were fairly evenly distributed across different types
10
of households.
Figure 2, which shows rates of SNAP
receipt by householders’ characteristics, indicates that
rates
5 remain especially high among single parents and
non-white householders.
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Single mother 45.7
Single father 28.1
Married with children 12.3
Senior 10.2
With a disability 23.1
White, non-Hispanic 9.2
Black 29.0

FIGURE 1: PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP
RECEIPT, BY REGION AND PLACE TYPE, 2013
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Because
SNAP is a program for low-income households,
18,000
the population most traditionally linked with SNAP
17,500
receipt
is the poor.7 However, households that are “near
17,000
poor”
(that is, with gross incomes between 100 and 130
percent
of the poverty line) are sometimes eligible for
16,500
SNAP if their net monthly income is below the poverty
16,000
line or
if they meet certain age or disability conditions.8
15,500
While
poor households still make up more than half of
SNAP
households (51.4 percent), this share is lower than
15,000
in 2012 (52.0
In2009
other 2010
words,2011
post-recession,
2007percent).
2008
2012
2013
SNAP receipt has become increasingly common among
households whose income is just above the poverty line.
Dollars
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Note: For rural places, rates are significantly higher in the South than in other
regions, followed by the Northeast. Midwest and West rates are statistically similar (p<0.05). For suburban places, rates are highest in the South, lowest in the
Single mother
45.7 in the West and Midwest. For cities, all regional differences
Northeast,
and similar
are statistically significant.
Single
father 28.1
Source:
American
Community Survey, 2013 one-year estimates.
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Possibly
related to this trend is the fact that since
20
the recession, around three-quarters of SNAP households report having one or more workers. The share
hit1577.6 percent in 2013, up 0.9 percentage point over
2012. This increase was driven nearly exclusively by
households
in the suburbs, where the share rose to 79.6
10
percent, up 3.4 percentage points since 2012. These
high shares of working households are also reflected in
the5 median income of SNAP recipients, which is well
below the national median but nevertheless nearly 17
0
percent
(in constant dollars) higher than at the start
Rural
of the recession
(see FigureSuburban
3). It appears thatCitywhile
Northeast
Midwest
West than in earlier
SNAP households have higher South
incomes
years, these incomes are insufficient for meeting family
food needs. For instance, it is possible that the lowest
income families are receiving other forms of aid (for
Single mother 45.7
example, subsidized housing or child care vouchers)
Single father 28.1
not available
to higher-earning households, which frees
up
more
money
for food purchases among lower earnMarried with children 12.3
ers, and leaves higher earners more reliant on SNAP.
10.2
Indeed, Senior
the Economic
Research Service found that
SNAP-participating
households were more likely to
With a disability 23.1
report very low food security than were nonparticipatWhite, non-Hispanic 9.2
ing households, suggesting that food insecure households more
enroll.9
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Box 1: Definition of Rural, Suburban, and City
Definitions of rural and urban vary among
researchers and the sources of data they use. Data
for this brief are derived from the American
Community Survey, which identifies each household as being within one of several geographic
components. As used here, “city” designates
households in the principal city of a given metropolitan statistical area, and “suburban” includes
those in metropolitan areas, but not within the
principal city of that area. “Rural” consists of the
addresses that are not within a metropolitan area.
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