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	 Key	Findings

• nationally, more than one in ten households 
relies on SnAP benefits, and the rate is even 
higher in rural areas, with more than 13 percent 
of households reporting use. 

• Across rural and suburban areas and central cit-
ies, the number of households using SnAP has 
increased since the beginning of the recession 
in 2007. 

• Single-parent households are more likely to rely on 
SnAP than are households with married parents. 

• Use is higher among single-mother households 
than single-father households; this gap is particu-
larly wide in rural areas.

• in rural areas, SnAP use is highest among black 
households (30.8 percent), compared with 21.4 
percent among rural Hispanic households, and 
11.3 percent among rural white households. 

• Despite higher use in rural areas, fewer than half 
of rural households (46.5 percent) with incomes 
below the poverty line are enrolled in SnAP. Use 
is even lower in poor central city and suburban 
households (42.4 percent and 37.8 percent, 
respectively).

More	Than	One	in	ten	american	Households		
relies	on	supplemental	nutrition	assistance	
Program	Benefits

J e s s i C a 	 a . 	 B e a n 	 a n d 	 M a r y B e t H 	 J . 	 M a t t i n g l y

the	supplemental	nutrition	assistance	Program	(snaP)	
is	one	of	the	most	critical	income	supports	for	vulner-
able	families	nationwide.		each	month,	snaP	(for-

merly	known	as	food	stamps)	helps	ensure	access	to	nutri-
tious	foods	for	more	than	40	million	people,	49	percent	of	
whom	are	children.1	although	any	person	who	meets	income	
requirements	is	eligible	to	apply,	use	of	snaP	is	unevenly	
distributed	throughout	the	population.	The	sharp	increase	in	
snaP	use	since	the	recession	began	in	2007	has	considerably	
widened	these	gaps	in	use	between	groups	and	places.	using	
data	from	the	2007	and	2009	american	Community	survey	
(aCs),	we	examine	differences	in	snaP	use	by	region,	place	
type,	poverty	status,	family	structure,	and	race-ethnicity.	We	
also	describe	changes	in	use	since	the	onset	of	the	recession.

nationwide,	about	one	in	ten	households	receives	snaP	
benefits,	an	increase	of	33	percent	since	before	the	recession	
began	in	2007	(see	Figure	1).	in	2009,	snaP	use	was	lowest	
in	the	West,	with	less	than	8	percent	of	residents	reporting	
assistance,	and	highest	in	the	south,	at	11.4	percent.	rural	
households	are	most	likely	to	rely	on	snaP,	regardless	of	
region,	with	13.2	percent	of	rural	households	receiving	ben-
efits	in	2009	compared	with	12.7	percent	in	central	cities	and	
7.7	percent	in	suburban	areas.	among	all	rural	areas,	snaP	
use	is	highest	in	the	south,	with	15.8	percent	of	households	
reporting	benefit	receipt.	This	high	rate	of	assistance	mirrors	
2009	trends	in	child	poverty;	the	rural	south	also	has	the	
highest	rate	of	child	and	young	child	poverty,	with	one-third	
of	children	under	age	6	living	below	the	poverty	line.2	

lone-parent	families	have	particularly	high	rates	of	
snaP	receipt,	with	nearly	two	in	five	single-mother	house-
holds,	and	more	than	one	in	five	single-father	households,	
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Figure 1: SNAP receipt by place type1

reporting	snaP	use.	This	compares	with	fewer	than	one	in	
ten	married	couples	with	children	(see	table	1).	For	all	fami-
ly	types,	snaP	use	has	significantly	increased	since	2007,	but	
particularly	so	for	single	fathers,	despite	higher	overall	use	
among	single	mothers	at	both	times.	These	trends	align	with	
poverty	trends	as	the	highest	rates	of	poverty	are	also	among	
lone	parents	and	in	particular	among	single	mothers.3	These	
high	rates	of	snaP	use	are	not	tied	to	employment,	as	71.8	
percent	of	single-mother	snaP	recipients	nationwide	re-
ported	living	in	a	household	with	at	least	one	working	adult.	
instead,	this	disproportionate	reliance	on	snaP	by	single	
mothers	may	be	related	to	the	lower	earnings	of	women,	and	
to	the	fact	that	women	typically	bear	the	most	responsibility	
for	the	care	of	children.4	

snaP	use	is	particularly	high	among	households	with	a	
non-white	householder,	with	nearly	one-quarter	of	black	
households	(23.7	percent)	and	17	percent	of	Hispanic	house-
holds	reporting	snaP	benefits.	This	compares	with	only	
7.9	percent	of	white	households.	The	racial-ethnic	trends	
in	snaP	receipt	persist	across	all	regions	and	all	places	(see	
table	2).	These	racial-ethnic	trends	are	evident	in	the	2007	
data	as	well,	and	appear	to	have	accelerated	with	the	reces-
sion;	snaP	use	among	nonwhite	households	grew	at	about	
twice	the	rate	of	use	among	white	households	between	2007	
and	2009.	

as	with	lone-parent	households,	use	of	snaP	among	non-
white	households	mirrors	overall	poverty	trends;	nonwhite	
poverty	is	disproportionately	higher	than	white	poverty,	
particularly	in	rural	areas.5	Correspondingly,	snaP	receipt	
is	highest	in	rural	areas,	particularly	among	nonwhites,	with	
30.8	percent	of	black	rural	households	and	21.4	percent	of	
Hispanic	rural	households	relying	on	snaP	(compared	to	
11.3	percent	of	rural	white	households).	For	whites	and	His-
panics,	snaP	use	is	higher	in	the	rural	south	than	any	other	
rural	region;	for	blacks,	use	in	the	rural	Midwest	is	equally	
high	(more	than	30	percent	in	each	case).	

although	snaP	provides	necessary	support	for	millions	
of	households,	there	are	many	more	people	who	might	
benefit	from	assistance	who	are	not	yet	enrolled.	to	be	
eligible	for	snaP,	households	must	have	a	gross	monthly	
income	equal	to	or	below	130	percent	of	the	federal	poverty	
line	(130	percent	is	currently	$2,389	per	month	for	a	family	
of	four).6		although	the	eligibility	guidelines	allow	for	those	
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1. All place differences are statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level.

Table 1: Percent Receiving Food Stamps

1The change since 2007 is a percentage point change. 
Note: An asterisk indicates a significant increase since 2007 (p<0.05).

MARRIED COUPLES
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Percentage
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US 8.9 +/-0.11 3.0* 10.7 +/-0.23 3.3* 6.9 +/-0.15 2.7* 12.9 +/-0.35 3.3*
NORTHEAST 6.4 +/-0.26 2.0* 12.3 +/-0.72 3.6* 3.9 +/-0.26 1.4* 9.4 +/-0.82 2.1*

MIDWEST 8.8 +/-0.24 2.9* 12.2 +/-0.53 3.7* 6.5 +/-0.26 2.6* 11.1 +/-0.50 3.0*
SOUTH 10.5 +/-0.20 3.2* 11.0 +/-0.43 3.1* 8.6 +/-0.21 3.2* 15.4 +/-0.56 3.6*
WEST 8.6 +/-0.25 3.3* 9.0 +/-0.39 3.2* 7.6 +/-0.33 3.2* 12.0 +/-0.82 3.8*

SINGLE FATHERS
US 22.0 +/-0.43 7.0* 24.3 +/-0.94 7.1* 18.2 +/-0.75 6.5* 27.6 +/-1.17 7.6*

NORTHEAST 20.5 +/-1.27 6.0* 28.1 +/-2.38 8.1* 14.7 +/-1.60 4.2* 25.4 +/-3.45 8.1*
MIDWEST 24.2 +/-0.99 6.9* 29.0 +/-1.90 7.0* 19.5 +/-1.47 7.2* 26.8 +/-1.97 6.1*

SOUTH 23.2 +/-0.90 7.3* 23.1 +/-1.79 5.5* 20.4 +/-1.46 7.6* 29.8 +/-1.79 8.6*
WEST 19.2 +/-0.81 7.3* 20.9 +/-1.53 8.7* 16.5 +/-1.18 6.1* 24.7 +/-3.08 7.4*

SINGLE MOTHERS
US 38.4 +/-0.29 6.5* 43.2 +/-0.53 6.9* 30.8 +/-0.4 6.5* 46.9 +/-0.76 4.9*

NORTHEAST 36.3 +/-0.62 6.1* 46.9 +/-1.04 7.5* 26.5 +/-0.85 6.0* 37.9 +/-2.02 1.2*
MIDWEST 43.1 +/-0.64 6.9* 50.8 +/-1.04 7.3* 34.4 +/-0.92 6.9* 45.1 +/-1.23 5.2*

SOUTH 40.4 +/-0.53 6.8* 43.8 +/-0.67 6.9* 32.7 +/-0.81 7.2* 50.6 +/-1.11 5.2*
WEST 31.1 +/-0.73 5.5* 32.1 +/-1.08 5.6* 27.8 +/-1.02 5.5* 41.4 +/-2.39 5.0*
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slightly	above	the	poverty	line	to	apply	for	benefits,	snaP	
enrollment	is	quite	low	even	among	households	with	income	
below	the	poverty	line	(see	table	3).	nationwide,	only	41.6	
percent	of	those	living	below	the	poverty	line	reported	receiv-
ing	snaP	benefits	in	2009.	

a	u.s.	department	of	agriculture	report	found	that,	
among	those	who	were	eligible	but	not	enrolled,	more	than	
70	percent	cited	not	knowing	they	were	eligible	as	a	reason	
for	nonparticipation.	Other	reasons	for	not	applying	includ-
ed	the	belief	that	their	household	did	not	need	food	stamps,	
and	disliking	the	idea	of	relying	on	the	government	for	help.7	
Perhaps	owing	to	growing	need	brought	on	by	the	recession,	
or	increased	media	attention	on	federal	assistance	during	
the	recession,	the	percentage	of	poor	households	receiving	

snaP	benefits	has	increased	by	5	percentage	points	since	
2007	(up	from	36.6	percent).	use	among	the	poor	is	par-
ticularly	low	in	suburban	areas	(37.8	percent),	and	slightly	
higher	in	rural	areas	(46.5	percent).	snaP	use	among	the	
poor	also	varies	regionally,	with	less	than	one-third	of	poor	
Westerners	(32.4	percent),	and	nearly	one-half	of	poor	Mid-
western	and	northeastern	residents	(45.6	and	45.4	percent,	
respectively)	reporting	using	snaP.	

snaP	is	one	of	the	most	responsive	federal	programs	
to	economic	downturns,	as	evidence	by	the	increases	in	
snaP	use	between	2007	and	2009.	With	an	average	monthly	
benefit	per	household	of	$275.52,	snaP	can	significantly	in-
crease	a	household’s	purchasing	power.8	Benefits	are	usually	
redeemed	quickly,	with	80	percent	spent	within	two	weeks	

Table 2: Percent Receiving Food Stamps

1The change since 2007 is a percentage point change. 
Note: An asterisk indicates a significant increase since 2007 (p<0.05).

Table 3: Percent Below Poverty Line Receiving Food Stamps

1The change since 2007 is a percentage point change. 
Note: An asterisk indicates a significant increase since 2007 (p<0.05).

WHITE
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
US 7.9 +/-0.05 2.2* 8.5 +/-0.10 2.3* 6.4 +/-0.07 2.1* 11.3 +/-0.14 2.4*

NORTHEAST 7.2 +/-0.11 1.8* 11.2 +/-0.27 2.4* 5.1 +/-0.13 1.5* 10.7 +/-0.37 1.9*
MIDWEST 8.4 +/-0.11 2.2* 9.6 +/-0.27 2.2* 6.6 +/-0.16 2.1* 10.6 +/-0.20 2.3*

SOUTH 8.6 +/-0.08 2.4* 7.9 +/-0.17 2.2* 7.2 +/-0.11 2.4* 12.6 +/-0.23 2.7*
WEST 7.0 +/-0.11 2.3* 7.1 +/-0.18 2.3* 6.2 +/-0.17 2.3* 9.7 +/-0.17 2.4*

BLACK
US 23.7 +/-0.20 5.0* 26.4 +/-0.26 5.5* 17.6 +/-0.34 4.4* 30.8 +/-0.79 4.0*

NORTHEAST 22.1 +/-0.53 5.0* 25.4 +/-0.61 5.6* 15.6 +/-0.97 4.0* 22.5 +/-5.87 -2.3
MIDWEST 30.9 +/-0.54 6.0* 34.0 +/-0.67 6.5* 23.3 +/-0.96 4.7* 33.7 +/-3.44 4.5*

SOUTH 23.0 +/-0.28 4.7* 24.8 +/-0.41 5.0* 17.4 +/-0.45 4.5* 31.0 +/-0.81 4.1*
WEST 16.0 +/-0.60 4.7* 17.7 +/-0.80 5.2* 13.4 +/-0.90 3.9* 11.2 +/-4.05 2.1*

HISPANIC
US 17.3 +/-0.18 4.7* 19.4 +/-0.24 4.6* 14.3 +/-0.32 4.6* 21.4 +/-0.84 4.8*

NORTHEAST 26.0 +/-0.54 5.7* 33.1 +/-0.72 6.9* 15.8 +/-0.69 4.3* 19.2 +/-3.50 0.7*
MIDWEST 18.3 +/-0.65 5.7* 20.5 +/-0.88 5.4* 15.4 +/-1.18 6.6* 19.4 +/-2.00 4.3*

SOUTH 17.6 +/-0.30 4.5* 18.1 +/-0.45 3.9* 15.6 +/-0.46 4.8* 24.1 +/-1.22 5.8*
WEST 13.5 +/-0.32 4.2* 13.9 +/-0.41 4.2* 12.5 +/-0.43 4.2* 18.6 +/-1.40 4.1*

ALL PLACE TYPES CENTRAL CITY SUBURBAN RURAL
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of Error
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Estimated 

Percentage
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of Error
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Since 2007
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
Estimated 

Percentage
Margin 
of Error

Change1 

Since 2007
US 41.6 +/-0.23 5.0* 42.4 +/-0.32 4.4* 37.8 +/-0.38 6.0* 46.5 +/-0.55 4.9*

NORTHEAST 45.4 +/-0.54 5.4* 51.8 +/-0.84 4.6* 37.5 +/-1.00 6.1* 46.2 +/-1.39 4.0*
MIDWEST 45.6 +/-0.43 4.8* 48.6 +/-0.81 4.1* 42.0 +/-0.78 5.0* 45.1 +/-0.80 4.7*

SOUTH 42.4 +/-0.45 5.0* 41.2 +/-0.63 3.8* 38.9 +/-0.57 6.3* 48.6 +/-0.83 5.0*
WEST 32.4 +/-0.45 5.0* 31.0 +/-0.64 4.7* 31.7 +/-0.84 5.5* 40.4 +/-1.00 5.2*
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of	receipt,	and	97	percent	spent	within	a	month.9	in	addition	
to	quick	turnaround,	snaP	benefits	spur	economic	activity,	
with	every	$5.00	in	snaP	generating	an	estimated	$9.20	in	
“total	community	spending.”10	

The	2009	american	recovery	and	reinvestment	act	
(arra)	increased	snaP	benefits	beginning	in	april	
2009,	and	during	the	recent	recession,	snaP	participation	
increased	nationwide.11	This	increase	in	participation	is	
likely	due	to	the	combination	of	expanded	eligibility	under	
arra	and	increased	need	due	to	the	recession.12		despite	
this	increased	reliance	on	snaP,	Congress	voted	in	early	
december	to	end	the	arra	expanded	eligibility	before	
the	2014	expiration	in	order	to	fund	an	increase	in	spend-
ing	on	child	nutrition	programs.		given	that	48	percent	of	
those	receiving	snaP	are	children,13	and	all	children	living	
in	households	that	receive	snaP	are	likely	eligible	for	free	
lunch,	after-school	meals,	and	summer	food	programs,	the	
children	who	benefit	from	improved	child	nutrition	pro-
grams	may	be	the	same	children	who	are	negatively	affected	
by	cuts	to	snaP	benefits.14	

data
This	analysis	is	based	upon	u.s.	Census	Bureau	estimates	
from	the	2007	and	2009	american	Community	survey	
released	by	the	u.s.	Census	Bureau.15	tables	were	produced	
by	aggregating	information	from	detailed	tables	available	on	
american	FactFinder	(http://factfinder.census.gov/home/
saff/main.html?_lang=en).	These	estimates	are	meant	to	
give	perspective	on	snaP	use,	but	because	they	are	based	
on	survey	data,	use	caution	in	comparing	across	catego-
ries,	as	the	margin	of	error	may	place	seemingly	disparate	
numbers	within	sampling	error.16	all	differences	highlighted	
in	this	brief	are	statistically	significant	at	the	5	percent	level	
(p	<	0.05).
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