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What is SNAP / CalFresh?



Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program 
A Snapshot

• Previously known as Food Stamps
• In FY2017, SNAP served 42.2 million people in 23 million 

households at a cost of $68 billion dollars
– In CA, CalFresh served 4.1 million people at a cost of $6.7 

billion dollars
• Average monthly benefit $258 per household, About $4.20 per 

person per day
• Central element of the U.S. social safety net and main 

government policy aimed at reducing food insecurity; available 
nationwide since 1975

• Survived welfare reform in the 1990s intact but many current 
proposals for reforming the program: adding work requirements, 
block granting, and the current farm bill



Program details
• Eligibility: gross monthly income below 130% FPL, net 

income below 100% FPL. 
• Benefits: phased out as income increases; at a 30% rate
• “Voucher” (debit card) allow purchase of most food items 

at the grocery store
• Benefits and eligibility criteria set federally, federally 

funded (other than administration)



Who receives SNAP? Nationally





Given where we are at, this is a good time to 
assess Why SNAP Matters

1. SNAP is a central part of the U.S. safety 
net

2. Research on the short and long run 
effects of SNAP on health

3. Current policy issues and concerns



1. SNAP and the social safety net



4 Observations about SNAP

¾ SNAP is one of the largest anti-poverty programs in 
the U.S.

¾ It is the closest thing to a “universal safety net”
¾ It plays an “automatic stabilizer role”; and was 

important in protecting families in the Great 
Recession

¾ SNAP’s importance is rising in part due to stagnant 
and declining wages for less skilled workers



Source: Calculations based on Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2015 (Renwick & Fox), U.S. 
Department of Census, Current Population Report P60-258. 

After the EITC, SNAP lifts more children out of poverty than 
any other program



Source: Sherman and Trisi (2015).

These (official) estimates are likely an undercount 
of the full effect of SNAP

Recent research 
shows substantial 
underreporting of 
SNAP as well as 
other transfers in 
household surveys 
(Meyer, Mok and Sullivan 
2015, Meyer and Mittag
2015)



Source: PPIC “The CalFresh Food Assistance Program: Just the Facts”



Source: Urban Institute, “The AntiPoverty Effects of SNAP,” Wheaton and Tran.

SNAP poverty reduction widespread across groups



• Closest thing to universal safety net in the U.S.
– Eligibility is virtually universal (and depends on 

income and asset eligibility)
– Exceptions: restrictions for able bodied recipients 

without dependents; undocumented immigrants

SNAP is the closest thing the U.S. has to a 
“universal safety net”



SNAP played a big role in protecting 
families in the Great Recession

• More generally, SNAP is a entitlement, not block 
granted

• Responds quickly to changes in conditions and need; 
serves an automatic stabilizer role



Source: PPIC “The CalFresh Food Assistance Program: Just the Facts”



(a) SNAP (b) TANF
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David Autor, Science.

Given wage stagnation/declines for less skilled workers, 
there is increasing need for the social safety net to 
supplement earnings to maintain family income levels. Æ
SNAP (and the EITC) is central here



2. Research on the short and long run 
effects of SNAP on health



I. Direct (or short run) effects of SNAP

• Consistent evidence that SNAP leads to more food 
consumption and reduces food insecurity

• Despite documented benefits of SNAP, there is 
evidence that the benefits of the program fall over the 
monthly food stamp cycle

• The phasing out of SNAP benefits leads to small (but 
detectible) reductions in labor supply



Results: SNAP and Food Insecurity
• Research shows consistent evidence that SNAP 

reduces food insecurity
• Comparisons of the same family pre- and post-SNAP 

takeup (Mabli et al 2013, Mabli and Ohls 2015)

• Variation in state implementation policies that 
generates differences in take-up across states over 
time (Mykerezi & Mills 2010; Ratcliffe et al. 2011 Shaefer & 
Gutierrez 2013; Yen et al. 2008)

• Expansions in benefits from federal stimulus (Nord and 
Prell 2011)



Results: The SNAP Benefit “Cycle”
• Despite documented benefits of SNAP, there is growing 

evidence that the benefits of the program fall over the monthly 
food stamp cycle

• Most benefits redeemed early in the month (Hastings and 
Washington 2010, Castner and Henke 2011, Smith et al 2015)

• Calorie intake declines by 10-25% over the month (Shapiro 
2005)

• Admissions for hypoglycemia increase over the month 
(Seligman et al 2014)

• School disciplinary actions grow over the month (Gennetian 
et al 2015, Gassman-Pines & Bellows 2016)

• Unclear results for test scores (Gassman-Pines & Bellows 2015)





II. Effects of the SNAP in the longer run

• Recent research has turned attention to evaluating how 
SNAP affects health and human capital outcomes in the long 
run

• Does providing SNAP to children when they are young lead 
to improved health and economic well-being in adulthood?

• Does age of exposure matter?

• This relates to a larger literature that examines whether the 
social safety net for children can be thought of as an 
investment in the future by society



Why might SNAP affect adult outcomes?

• FSP leads to increases in income and nutrition. Early life nutrition 
and resources may translate to later life economic and health 
outcomes

• HEALTH OUTCOMES: “Fetal origins” hypothesis, from 
developmental biology and Barker (1990) argues that there is a 
connection between pre/post natal development and early 
“critical” periods (nutrition in particular) and chronic conditions in 
adulthood.

• ECONOMIC OUTCOMES: Heckman and others argue that 
investment in early childhood leads to higher returns to human 
capital than investments later in life

• Reductions in stress may be an alternative pathway. Recent work 
shows that the SES/cortisol correlations may be causal and 
manipulated by policy

• Implication: more food stamps in childhood Æ better outcomes in 
adulthood.
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Leveraging the Historical Rollout of SNAP
Joint Research with Doug Almond and Diane Schanzenbach

• Use initial rollout of the Food Stamps, which took place 
across the approx. 3,200 U.S. counties over 1961-1975

• We leverage variation over the rollout and estimate a 
quasi-experimental research design; event study model 
and difference-in-difference

• Comparison across counties and over time while 
controlling for county, year, and a host of other 
potentially confounding effects (Hoynes and 
Schanzenbach 2009 document the validity of this 
approach)

• Note: examining long run outcomes means having to 
look back in time for policy variation!
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Geographic Rollout by County

Source: Hoynes and Schanzenbach, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 2009.
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Effects of Childhood Exposure to Food Stamps on 
Adult Health and Economic Well-Being
Hoynes, Schanzenbach and Almond (AER, 2016)

• Because food stamps was introduced 50 years ago, the 
individuals who were children when the program was 
introduced are now adults Æ we can use the food 
stamps rollout to estimate the effect of childhood 
exposure to food stamps on completed education, 
earnings, and detailed health outcomes.

• We use event study and difference-in-difference 
models, comparing trends using county and year of 
birth

• Our design allows us to explore when treatment 
matters



Obese (=1)
High blood pressure (=1)
Diabetes (=1)
Heart disease (=1)
Heart attack (=1)

Metabolic 
Syndrome

High school graduate (=1)
Employed (=1)
Not poor (=1)
Not on TANF (=1)
Not on food stamps (=1)
Earnings
Family income

Economic self-
sufficiency

• Panel Study of Income Dynamics, 
longitudinal data links across multiple 
generations

• Two indices: economic self 
sufficiency, metabolic health

• Use county and year-month of birth 
and family of origin characteristics 
(e.g. parent’s education)

• Sample includes those born between 
1956-1981; outcomes measured at 
ages 24-53

• Caveat: these folks are still pretty 
young; we may be capturing a delay 
in onset

Data and Outcomes



Key result: Food Stamps in childhood reduce adult metabolic syndrome
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Key result: Food Stamps in childhood and adult metabolic syndrome
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More on long run impacts of food stamps
Joint with Martha Bailey, Maya Rossin-Slater and Reed Walker

• We now have 20% Census 2000 (43 million obs.) linked to 
the Social Security Administration NUMIDENT file, which 
records detailed place of birth (from birth certificates)

• Estimating effects of childhood exposure to food stamps on 
adult human capital and labor market outcomes
– Human capital, economic self sufficiency, living 

conditions, disability, mortality, incarceration



Food stamps in early childhood leads to 
improvement in human capital

Event Study – Full Sample

Human capital index: completed schooling, professional degree, 
professional occupation
All in standard deviation units



And leads to reduction in mortality

All in standard deviation units

Event Study – Full Sample



And food stamps throughout childhood leads to 
reduction in incarceration (nonwhite males)

Event Study – Nonwhite Males

All in SD units



3. Current policy issues and concerns



The Farm Bill

• Significant work requirements: require SNAP participants 
ages 18-59 who are not disabled or raising a child under 
6 to prove — every month — that they’re working or 
participating in a work program at least 20 hours a week

• Face sanctions for noncompliance -- the first failure 
would mean a loss of benefits for 12 months; each 
subsequent failure would lock individuals out of the 
program for 36 months.

• Ramp up training programs (though not much specificity 
about what this means)



Source: Center for Budget and Policy Priorities “Chairman Conaway’s Farm Bill Would
Increase Food Insecurity and Hardship.”



Source: Center for Budget and Policy Priorities “Chairman Conaway’s Farm Bill Would
Increase Food Insecurity and Hardship.”



• We’ve seen this before – welfare reform and TANF
• Complying with these work requirements will cut off many 

recipients
• Low-paying jobs with unreliable hours
• those with barriers to employment would be left without 

neither earnings nor food assistance
• The insurance/protective element of SNAP would be gone
• Risk that these requirements mainly would fail large numbers 

of people, who would be deemed “out of compliance” and lose 
their basic food assistance.





Conclusions
• Food stamps is a central element of the safety net

• The work summarized here shows that there are economically 
important improvements in health, both contemporaneous and in 
the longer term 

• It implies that benefits of safety net are broader than previously 
thought. Positive external benefits to taxpayers.

• The proposed changes to SNAP would dramatically reduce these 
benefits of the prorga,
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