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Behavioral Science Interventions Could 
Increase SNAP Comprehension and 
Awareness Among Military Families    

Colleen Heflin, Hannah Patnaik, Leonard Lopoo, and 
Siobhan O’Keefe 

 

Food insecurity is more common among military families than the general population,1 

and the transition from active service to civilian life is a time of heightened risk.2 The 
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) is designed to support food 
security among low-income families. However, many eligible military and veteran 
families do not enroll in the program.3 Low enrollment is believed to be due to a lack of 
information about SNAP benefits and eligibility, stigma, and administrative barriers, 
such as requiring an interview with a case manager as part of the enrollment process. As 
a result, these households miss out on a vital source of food support.  
 

This brief highlights findings from our recent survey conducted to assess the potential 
for behaviorally informed strategies to improve SNAP uptake among military families 
transitioning to civilian life. Using a sample of U.S. veterans, caregivers, and persons 
living below the federal poverty line, we evaluated participants’ comprehension of 
relevant food support information presented on an informational flyer. We compared a 
flyer designed by the Department of Defense Transitional Assistance Program (DoD-
TAP) with informational flyers designed by our research team. The redesigned flyers use 
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KEY FINDINGS 
 

• Lack of information and administrative barriers prevent many military families from 
enrolling in the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) despite a 
heightened risk of food insecurity during the transition from active service and 
civilian life. 

• SNAP informational flyers designed with behaviorally informed strategies, such as 
simplification, social norming, and loss aversion reduce the cognitive load on military 
families and decrease their reading time by 30%. 

• Clear and concise information about the SNAP program on flyers increased military 
families’ knowledge about SNAP benefits by 11 percentage points and increased 
knowledge about where SNAP benefits can be used by 8.5 percentage points. 
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behavioral principles, such as simplification (simplifying the information provided 
about SNAP), social norming (highlighting that other veterans also use this program to 
reduce any stigma and encourage shared experiences), and loss aversion (emphasizing 
how much monetary support they may be foregoing). All flyers are provided in the 
Appendix of this brief. 
 

Simplified Flyers Reduce Cognitive Load on Military Families 
Based on our data, survey respondents spent around 40 seconds reading the SNAP flyer 
designed by DoD-TAP. In contrast, respondents who received the redesigned flyer 
reported an average reading time of 28 seconds. These results demonstrate the 
importance of presenting clear and concise information about the SNAP program on 
flyers to minimize cognitive load on veterans transitioning to civilian life. 
 

Clear and Concise Flyers Improve Comprehension of SNAP 
Benefits 
Despite spending 30% less time reading the redesigned flyer, survey respondents who 
received the redesigned flyer reported an increase in SNAP comprehension, compared 
to those who read the flyer created by the DoD-TAP. Specifically, comprehension 
increased by 11 percentage points on knowledge of SNAP monthly benefit amounts and 
by 8.5 percentage points on where SNAP benefits can be used. 
 

Behavioral Science Strategies are Needed to Improve SNAP 
Uptake Among Military Families 
Military families transitioning to civilian life are vulnerable to experiencing food 
insecurity. Administrative barriers, such as difficulty accessing information about SNAP 
eligibility, present obstacles to food security for military families. The findings from our 
experiment show that applying behavioral science principles to informational flyers can 
increase awareness and comprehension of SNAP as a vital resource, while also reducing 
the cognitive load placed on veterans and their families. These findings can be used to 
help inform future decisions related to improving SNAP uptake among military and 
veteran families, particularly in designing the materials provided to transitioning active-
duty members to help support them during that difficult period. 
______________________________________________________________________________
 

Data and Methods 
We conducted four randomized survey 
experiments from January 2022 to August 
2023 using a sample of 5,000 U.S. veterans, 
caregivers and persons living below the 
federal poverty line across the United 
States. Participants were randomly assigned 
and given 8 minutes to read either the 
original or modified version of a SNAP 
information flyer from the Transitional 
Assistance Program. The modified versions 
were created based on behavioral science 
information strategies such as 
simplification, social norming, and loss 
aversion. After reading the flyer, both the 
control and treatment group participants 
responded to a set of questions used to 

evaluate the differences in flyer 
comprehension. Questions measured 
comprehension of details regarding SNAP 
eligibility, benefit size, and redemption. 
Respondents were also asked about their 
likelihood of applying for SNAP. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A: Original TAP Flyer 
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Appendix B: Experiment Flyer 1 
Shortened Version of the Original Flyer 

 

 

Behavioral Intervention: 
The primary intervention with this alternative is simplification. We pared down 
the programs to focus on the SNAP program exclusively. 
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Appendix C: Experiment Flyer 2  
Simplified Version of the Original Flyer with Veterans Image 

 

 
 

 

Behavioral Intervention: 
We added a photo of a service member and his child to the previous simplified 
flyer. The photo breaks the blue/white color scheme. In addition, the photo is 
meant to help readers identify with the program and reduce stigma. It shows that 
this is a program designed to help veterans AND their families. 
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Appendix D: Experiment Flyer 3  
New Design of Food Assistance Flyer Key Information Only 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Behavioral Interventions: 
In addition to the simplification and the photo, this flyer incorporates social 
norming. Notice the red banner. First, we used a new color to draw attention to 
it. The banner incorporates social norming - many veterans use the program. 
This design was included to reduce stigma. We also included the average benefit 
amount ($400) so veterans could understand the magnitude of the benefit. We 
wanted the veterans to understand that it is worth the administrative burden to 
apply. We also included some information on eligibility since many believe they 
are ineligible. 
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Appendix E: Experiment Flyer 4  
New Design of Food Assistance Flyer Highlighting Earned 

Benefits 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Behavioral Interventions: 
This flyer is quite similar to the previous one. We move a few items around. The 
red banner provides a loss frame. Behavioral science literature has repeatedly 
shown that people are more likely to respond to something they believe they 
have earned rather than something they may qualify for. We are attempting to 
prompt their “loss aversion” with this banner. 
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