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SNAP Use Increased Slightly in 2012

In Struggling Economy, Both Traditional and New
Populations Rely on SNAP to Avoid Hunger

Jessica A. Carson

g Ithough the Great Recession officially concluded KEY FINDINGS

more than three years ago, recent statistics
show that the economy is still slow to recover.! i In2012, 13.6_percent of American hOl_J§8h0|dS
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, poverty rates have 1 3 6 Y :  reported receipt of Supplemental Nutrition
not declined from the post-recession high of 15 percent, ] 9 AtsaS|stan%e Pr](c).i]ram (SNAP’ fo;}mt:rtlz knov;;n as food
and the Bureau of Labor Statistics shows the national i stamps) MG, syggestlng LK UL Yool
. + trend of rising receipt rates may be slowing.
unemployment rate at 7.2 percent in September 2013,

still substantially higher than the pre-recession rate of 4.6 i More than three quarters—76.7 percent—
percent.? Within this stale economic climate, safety net . i of families reporting SNAP receipt in 2012
programs are particularly important, not only for popula- ' ' : contained at least one family member who was
tions who have traditionally benefited from them, but + working, the same as before the recession.
also increasingly for groups who—although historically

considered more economically secure—may still be feel- Reports of SNAP receipt in 2012 increased

among populations at particular risk for food
insecurity, including households with children,
seniors, the poor, and householders with a

ing the effects of the recession.
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (or

SNAB formerly known as food sta@ps) is one particularly disability, showing that SNAP benefits stil
effective safety net program, reaching three-quarters of + reached many traditionally targeted populations.
those who are eligible, generating $1.70 in economic activ-
ity per $1 increase in benefits, and boasting record-low + Households that are traditionally considered
administrative error rates in 2012.> SNAP benefits were @ ® : lesseconomically vulnerable—such as married
distributed to 46.6 million people last year, and the U.S. +  couples and those without children—also
Census Bureau notes that, in 2012, “if SNAP benefits were +  reported higher levels of SNAP receipt in 2012,
suggesting that new groups may be in need of

counted as income, 4 million fewer people would be cat-
egorized as in poverty.* Alongside these indicators of suc-
cess, however, concerns about federal spending have led .

. . + Nearly 46 percent of unmarried mothers
to both the U.S. House and Senate passing reauthorization ! reportad SNAP recaipt, a rate nearly four
legislation that includes billions of dollars in cuts to SNAP, 4X ! fimesas high as that E;mong married couples
measures that will be finalized in the coming weeks. These with children (12.3 percent).
cuts would come in addition to the November 1 benefits
reduction when the American Recovery and Reinvestment

assistance in the wake of the Great Recession.

Act’s (ARRA) temporary increase to benefits expired. receipt by region and place type (rural, suburban, or
This brief uses data from the American Community central city).’ In addition, this brief explores changes in

Survey to examine rates of SNAP receipt in 2012, track SNAP receipt among households that may be at par-

changes since the onset of the recession, and monitor ticular risk for food insecurity—including households
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with children, seniors, people with
disabilities, and the poor.® Finally,
the brief considers rates among some
less traditionally at-risk populations,
exploring changes in their rates of
receipt over time.’

Growth of SNAP Appears
to Slow in All Regions and
Place Types

Nationwide, 13.6 percent of American
households reported SNAP receipt

in 2012, compared with 13 percent
the previous year (see Table 1). All
regions reported higher rates of
SNAP receipt in 2012, although rates
remained highest in the South at 15.1
percent. Reports of SNAP receipt

also increased in all place types since
2011, with central cities retaining

the highest rates, at 16.7 percent

of households. Rural places closely
followed, at 16.1 percent of house-
holds, while suburbs demonstrated a
substantially lower rate (10.7 percent).
Despite these widespread increases

in reported rates of SNAP receipt,

it should be noted that the increase

in each place was fairly small over

the year, at less than one percentage
point each (though still statistically
significant). Indeed, the overall trend
of rising receipt may be slowing from
the drastic increases recorded since
the onset of the Great Recession in
2007 (see Figure 1), though some
demographic subgroups still reported
large increases, as discussed in the
following section.®

Single Mothers Still
Most Likely to Receive
SNAP Benefits

Continuing an ongoing pattern,

SNAP use was most prevalent among
unmarried parents, particularly single
mothers, whose rate of receipt topped

FIGURE 1: PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP RECEIPT BY PLACE TYPE,
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Note: All year-to-year increases are statistically significant (p<0.05).
Source: American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, 2007—2012.

45 percent in 2012, compared to

28.3 percent among single fathers.’
Meanwhile, married couples with
children had rates of receipt below
the national estimate, at 12.3 and 13.6
percent, respectively. In 2012, both
single and married parents in suburbs
and central cities reported increased
rates of receipt, although only single
mothers experienced increases in
rural places (see Table 1).

Populations at Particular
Risk for Food Insecurity
Still Rely on SNAP

Since 2011, households gener-
ally considered to be among the
nation’s most at-risk for food
insecurity—those containing
seniors, children, and house-
holders with a disability—have
increasingly relied on SNAP. More
than one in ten senior households
(10.2 percent) received SNAP in
2012, compared to just over one
in twenty in 2007 (5.9 percent).
More than one in five households
(22.8 percent) with children and
nearly one in four (24.2 percent)

with a householder with a dis-
ability reported receipt in 2012,
compared to only 13.3 and 15.5
percent in 2007, respectively.
Nearly half (48.3 percent) of poor
households reported SNAP receipt
in 2012, up from 36.6 percent

in 2007. In sum, all of the at-

risk households discussed here
reported increased levels of SNAP
receipt since 2011, and substan-
tially higher rates than observed
in 2007, as shown in Figure 2.

As SNAP receipt rose among
these at-risk households, they
comprised a large swath of all
SNAP-receiving households
in 2012. For example, though
22.8 percent of households with
children reported SNAP receipt,
54.1 percent of all households
reporting SNAP receipt contained
at least one child. Similarly, 24.2
percent of households with a
disabled householder reported
SNAP receipt, while 43.7 percent
of all SNAP households included a
householder with a disability."
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TABLE 1. PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP RECEIPT BY HOUSEHOLD TYPE, 2012

ALL PLACE TYPES RURAL SUBURBAN CENTRAL CITY
Percentage  Percentage P tag P g P g P g Percentage  Percentage
Point Change Point Change Point Change Point Change Point Change Point Change Point Change Point Change
Percent Since 2011  Since 2007 | Percent Since 2011  Since 2007 | Percent Since 2011  Since 2007 | Percent Since 2011 Since 2007
ALL HOUSEHOLDS
United States | 13.6 0.6 5.9 16.1 0.5 5.5 10.7 0.6 5.4 16.7 0.7 6.9
Northeast 13.3 0.6 5.7 14.0 0.3 48 8.8 0.6 45 221 0.6 8.6
Midwest 13.6 0.4 5.3 13.5 0.1 4.6 10.2 0.4 47 19.4 0.7 7.0
South 15.1 0.7 6.4 18.9 0.6 6.0 12.5 0.8 6.3 16.7 0.7 6.9
West 11.4 0.8 5.8 15.0 14 6.4 10.1 0.6 55 11.9 0.8 6.0
HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN
Married Couples
United States | 12.3 0.6 6.4 15.9 0.4 6.4 9.8 0.4 5.6 15.5 0.9 8.0
Northeast 9.6 0.7 5.3 12.5 0.3 5.2 6.2 0.6 3.8 18.8 0.9 10.0
Midwest 11.3 0.5 5.4 13.1 -0.3 5.1 8.6 0.4 47 16.3 1.4 7.8
South 14.0 0.4 6.8 18.7 0.7 6.9 11.9 0.4 6.5 15.4 0.2 75
West 12.6 0.7 73 16.6 1.0 8.4 11.0 0.3 6.7 13.7 1.2 7.9
Single Mothers
United States | 45.8 1.4 13.9 53.5 14 115 39.1 1.6 14.8 50.4 1.2 14.1
Northeast 449 1.6 14.6 48.2 1.6 115 345 1.0 14.0 56.2 2.2 16.8
Midwest 491 0.6 12.9 511 1.5 11.3 4.2 0.7 13.7 56.5 -0.1 13.1
South 47.8 1.6 14.2 56.5 1.0 11.0 4.7 2.2 16.2 50.7 1.2 13.8
West 39.5 1.8 14.0 50.4 2.5 13.9 36.3 1.9 14.0 40.6 1.6 14.1
Single Fathers
United States | 28.3 1.2 13.3 32.5 0.0 12.5 24.1 1.2 12,5 32.2 1.9 15.1
Northeast 26.1 1.2 1.7 285 -238 11.1 19.2 1.6 8.6 37.2 2.0 17.2
Midwest 29.2 0.8 11.8 30.0 -0.1 9.3 24.4 1.8 121 35.8 0.2 13.7
South 30.3 14 14.4 35.5 0.9 14.3 26.7 0.9 13.9 32.9 24 15.3
West 26.1 13 14.2 322 -03 14.6 23.6 0.7 13.3 27.2 2.2 15.1

Note: Bold typeface indicates a statistically significant change (p<0.05).
Source: American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, 2007, 2011, and 2012

FIGURE 2: PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP RECEIPT, BY RELEVANT
DEMOGRAPHICS, 2007 AND 2012
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Note: All changes are statistically significant (p<0.05).
Source: American Community Survey 1-year estimates, 2007 and 2012
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Less Traditionally Disad-
vantaged Populations
Also Rely on SNAP

While these traditionally at-risk
households make up a substantial
share of households receiving SNAP,
some of these populations actually
comprised a slightly smaller share of
SNAP households than they did in
2007. For example, whereas 43.7 per-
cent of SNAP households included a
disabled householder in 2012, these
households made up 55.1 percent

of all households receiving SNAP in
2007. Similarly, 52 percent of SNAP
households were poor in 2012,

as compared with 58.3 percent in
2007. Of course, as poor households
shrunk as a share of all SNAP house-
holds, the balance was increasingly
comprised of near-poor households
including those under 130 percent of
the poverty line ($30,268 for a fam-
ily of four) between 2007 and 2012;
elderly, disabled, or low-income

populations since the recession.
For example, childless married
couples—one population that is
typically among the most economi-
cally secure—have experienced ris-
ing rates of SNAP receipt over time,
and comprise a larger share of all
households reporting receipt than
they did in 2007. That is, while
only 3.9 percent of all childless
married couples reported SNAP
receipt in 2012, this compares to
1.7 percent in 2007 (an increase

of 129 percent). Over that same
period, childless married couple
households grew from 6.0 percent
of SNAP-receiving households in
2007, to 7.8 percent in 2012, for an
increase of 30 percent.

Finally, in both 2007 and 2012,
more than three-quarters (76.7 per-
cent in 2012) of households report-
ing SNAP receipt contained at least
one person with a job. The growth
of populations less often consid-
ered at-risk as a share of the SNAP

Any cuts to program funding should consider the vulnerable
populations that have increasingly relied on these benefits in
a tenuous economy where the social safety net is already frail.

recipients whose net income after
deductions leaves them under 100
percent of the poverty line; or a small
group of low-income one- and two-
person households that only receive
the minimum benefit."!

The increased reports of SNAP
in 2012 shown in Figure 2 suggest
that SNAP benefits continued to
reach populations traditionally
considered at-risk. However, these
households comprise a smaller
share of all SNAP-receiving house-
holds over time, suggesting that the
weak economy may have resulted
in increased need for SNAP among
traditionally less-disadvantaged

caseload during a period when the
share of working households receiv-
ing SNAP remained consistently
high suggests that the recession’s toll
on work, including falling wages and
reduced hours for some, may have
resulted in employment and income
that is insufficient for meeting some
families’ needs. Indeed, changes in
median household income illus-
trate this trend, as shown in Figure
3. While median income fell for all
households between 2007 and 2012,
median income has increased slightly
among SNAP recipients, perhaps
impacted by the entrance of less-
traditional households (who may

have slightly higher incomes than
their typically at-risk counterparts)
onto the SNAP rolls. It is important
to note that, while median income
may have risen for SNAP recipients,
it is still well below the 2012 pov-
erty threshold for a family of four
($23,283), and just over one-third
(36 percent) of the U.S. median for
all households ($51,371).

Growth in SNAP receipt is
not solely attributable to addi-
tional households becoming eli-
gible through reduced incomes,
however: participation in SNAP
can also increase when already-
eligible households actually enroll
in increasing numbers. Indeed,
data from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture show that SNAP par-
ticipation rates rose from 65 percent
of eligible households in 2007 to 75
percent of eligible households in
2010 (the most recent data avail-
able).”? Indeed, it is possible that
some already-eligible households
may have resisted enrolling in
SNAP until absolutely necessary, for
example, having exhausted savings
and family supports before turn-
ing to the nutrition safety net in the
still-weak economy."

Policy Implications

Despite increased reliance on
SNAP, the program is presently
facing substantial cuts, and rel-
evant legislation has been the
topic of vehement disagreement in
Congress. The Senate has passed a
bill cutting about $4 billion from
SNAP in the next ten years as a
part of legislation reauthorizing
SNAP, while the House-passed
legislation aims for $39 billion

in that same period." The House
and Senate must now agree on
the final level for SNAP funding
in the reauthorization process.



FIGURE 3. MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME, 2007-2012

=== ALL HOUSEHOLDS

HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP RECEIPT

$60,000

$56,189
$55,000 ];*_

$51,371

$50,000
$45,000 |

$40,000
$35,000 |

$30,000
$25,000 |

$18,681

$20,000 —¢16,397
$15,000 ]—$

$10,000 -

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Note: All estimates inflation-adjusted to 2012 dollars. All single-year changes are statistically significant (p<0.05).
Source: American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, 20072012

These changes would come on

top of cuts that went into effect
November 1 with the expiration of
the temporary increase in SNAP
allotments (made effective under
the 2009 American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act). Research sug-
gests that this cut alone reduces

the average benefit for a household
of four by about $36 per month,
approximately the same cost as
feeding a pre-teen child for a week,
according to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture’s Thrifty Food Plan."
In addition, proposed cuts to SNAP
funding (either those contained in
the reauthorization legislation or
different ones) may be included in
the budget resolution which sets
forth the plan for spending in fiscal
year 2014; the budget conference
(agreed to as part of the recent
negotiations surrounding the debt
ceiling and the shutdown of the
federal government) is scheduled
to report out a budget resolution by
December 13, 2013. Of course, any
cuts to program funding should
consider the vulnerable popula-
tions that have increasingly relied

on these benefits in a tenuous
economy where the social safety
net is already frail.

Data

These analyses are based on U.S.
Census Bureau estimates from
the 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011,
and 2012 American Community
Survey. Estimates presented here
were produced by aggregating
information from the 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 disparate estimates
within reasonable sampling error.
All differences highlighted in this
brief are statistically significant

(p<0.05) as determined by a statis-

tical test accounting for estimates
and their standard errors.'
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BOX 1: DEFINITION OF THE TERMS
RURAL, SUBURBAN, AND CENTRAL
CITY

Data for this brief are derived
from the American Community
Survey, which designates each
sampled address as being located
within one of several possible
geographic components. As used
here, “central city” designates
households in the principal

city of a metropolitan statistical
area. “Suburban” includes those
in metropolitan areas, but not
within the principal city of that
area, and “rural” consists of the
addresses that are not within a
metropolitan area at all.
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