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ABSTRACT 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) has grown rapidly in recent 

years, with participation increasing from 17 million individuals in 2000 to approximately 47 

million in 2012. The dramatic increase in the size of the SNAP caseload has prompted debate 

over whether or not the program needs to be scaled back. In particular, broad-based categorical 

eligibility (BBCE) rules—which allow applicants who receive benefits from other low-income 

assistance programs to forgo traditional income and asset tests and become automatically eligible 

for SNAP—have been criticized for allowing less needy individuals to qualify for benefits. This 

paper examines the extent to which state adoption of BBCE may have contributed to the growth 

of SNAP between 2000 and 2012. Using annual state-level data from the US Department of 

Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, I find that BBCE has a modest, positive relationship 

to the number of SNAP participants per capita.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as the Food 

Stamp Program) was designed to alleviate hunger and improve nutrition by helping low-income 

households purchase food (Aussenberg and Falk 2013b).1 While the program has been shown to 

increase the food security of recipient households, SNAP has also been found to be an effective 

anti-poverty tool (Hanson and Oliviera 2012). The program’s monthly benefits help boost needy 

individuals’ resources and increase the likelihood they will be able to meet basic needs (Ratcliffe 

et al. 2008). According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2013), when SNAP 

benefits are counted as income, the program kept 4.7 million people out of poverty in 2011, 

including 2.1 million children.  

SNAP has grown rapidly in recent years, becoming the most common source of 

government-provided income assistance (Klerman and Danielson 2011). Between 2000 and 

2012, the caseload almost tripled, increasing from 17 million participants to 47 million 

participants (Economic Research Service 2013). Meanwhile, annual federal spending on SNAP 

grew from $15 billion in 2000 to close to $80 billion in 2012 (US Department of Agriculture 

2012). The dramatic increase in SNAP’s size and cost has prompted some policymakers to call 

for reform, arguing that “loopholes” in eligibility requirements have allowed less needy 

households to receive benefits (House Committee on Agriculture 2012).  

In September of 2013, the House of Representatives authorized $39 billion in spending 

cuts to SNAP. A key component of the bill, known as the Nutrition Reform and Work 

1 The Food Stamp Program (FSP) was renamed the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program in the 2008 Farm 
Bill. Throughout this paper, the program is referred to by either its current name or as “food stamps.”  
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Opportunity Act, was the nullification of “broad-based categorical eligibility” (BBCE), a policy 

that allows applicants who qualify for benefits from other low-income assistance programs to be 

automatically eligible for SNAP (Aussenberg and Falk 2013b).2 While food stamp eligibility has 

been traditionally determined by federal income and asset limits, reforms in 2000 gave states the 

option to adopt BBCE in an effort to simplify program administration (Ganong and Liebman 

2013). By the end of the Great Recession in 2010, 37 states had implemented BBCE and one-

half of all SNAP-receiving households qualified for benefits under the policy (Congressional 

Budget Office 2012). The Congressional Budget Office estimates that, if BBCE were eliminated, 

approximately 18 million people would lose SNAP eligibility over the next decade (Aussenberg 

and Falk 2013a). 

Those opposed to SNAP cuts argue the program’s growth is attributable to the Great 

Recession and not to policies like BBCE. SNAP is designed to be an “automatic stabilizer,” 

meaning enrollment and spending should rise during periods of economic decline and high 

unemployment. As the economy and labor market recover, the program should shrink (CBO 

2012). Those in favor of reductions to SNAP state that relaxed eligibility rules allow undeserving 

people to receive benefits and to rely on government support instead of working (Rector and 

Bradley 2012).  

This type of rhetoric is representative of the current debate in American politics over the 

size and scope of federal spending, as well as the nation’s responsibility to provide a social 

“safety net” (Mulligan 2012; Zedlewski et al. 2012). However, the issue is further complicated 

by the fact that increases in food stamp participation have coincided not only with state adoption 

2 A full text of the bill is available here: http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-113hr3102eh/pdf/BILLS-
113hr3102eh.pdf. 
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of BBCE, but also with a number of other program reforms. The confluence of economic and 

policy changes over the past decade make it difficult, therefore, to assess the true impact of the 

policy. While the Nutrition Reform bill ultimately did not pass, and BBCE rules remain intact, it 

is highly likely that the policy will continue to be a salient issue in budget negotiations and 

debates over means-tested programs.3  

Using annual state-level administrative data from the US Department of Agriculture’s 

(USDA) Economic Research Service, this paper examines the extent to which state adoption of 

BBCE may have contributed to SNAP participation growth between 2000 and 2012. While there 

is a substantial body of literature on the correlation between SNAP’s policies and caseload size, 

most studies have only looked at data through 2009. Given that BBCE was created in 2000 and 

only one-third of states had adopted it by 2009 (in contrast, 41 states had implemented the policy 

by 2012), these previous studies provide a less timely estimate of the policy’s effect. This paper 

contributes to the literature by using the most recent USDA data. Extending the period of 

analysis to 2012 allows me to examine BBCE in a context that is more relevant to the current 

SNAP debate. My results suggest that there is a modest, positive relationship between state 

adoption of BBCE and SNAP participation. However, I also find that, during the height of the 

recession, changes in the unemployment rate may have been a stronger determinant of the 

number of participants than BBCE.  

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In the next section, I provide further 

background on SNAP and changes to the program over the past 13 years. I then review the 

relevant literature and describe my conceptual framework, data, and econometric methods. 

3 The House Budget Committee’s Fiscal Year 2015 Budget Resolution (released April 2014) again proposes the 
elimination of BBCE: http://budget.house.gov/uploadedfiles/fy15_blueprint.pdf. 
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Lastly, I present my empirical results and discuss their implications for both SNAP participation 

and BBCE.  

BACKGROUND 

In light of the recent debate over cuts to SNAP, it may seem ironic that the impetus for 

BBCE arose from concern in the late 1990’s that program participation was too low. The 

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Restoration Act of 1996 (PRWORA, also known 

as welfare reform) made sweeping changes to both the cash assistance and food stamp programs 

(Mabli et al. 2009). In the period following PRWORA, the number of food stamp participants 

declined by 37 percent, from about 23 million in 1996 to 17 million in 2000, worrying some 

policymakers that welfare reform had made eligibility requirements too complicated (ERS 2013). 

In an effort to increase access to the program, the USDA gave states the option to implement 

BBCE along with several other policies (Ganong and Liebman 2013). 

Traditional SNAP rules and benefits 

SNAP is “means tested”: in order to target benefits to those most in need, the program 

limits eligibility to households with limited resources (Aussenberg and Falk 2013b). 

Traditionally, SNAP applicants are subject to federally determined income and asset tests in 

order to qualify for the program. Specifically, to be eligible, a household must have: 1) a gross 

monthly income at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty level, 2) a net monthly income 

(gross income minus allowable deductions) of less than 100 percent of the federal poverty level, 
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and 3) liquid assets, such as personal savings, below $2,000 (Falk and Aussenberg 2013).4 

Households with an elderly or disabled member have a higher asset limit of $3,250 and do not 

have to meet the gross income test (Aussenberg and Falk 2013b).  

Typically, participating households receive monthly benefit allotments in the form of 

electronic debit cards that can be used to purchase food at supermarkets, grocery stores, 

convenience stores, and farmers’ markets. A household’s benefit is equal to the maximum 

benefit, minus 30 percent of household net income (USDA 2012). In 2012, the maximum 

monthly benefit was $200 for one person and the average monthly benefit was $133.41 (USDA 

2013). 

Challenges to SNAP administration prior to BBCE 

While federal rules dictate the basic principles of SNAP, states are individually 

responsible for determining residents’ eligibility and administering benefits (CBO 2012). From 

its launch in 1974 until the late 1990’s, SNAP was close to a uniform national program and states 

had little discretion in terms of how they implemented it (Danielson et al. 2011). In order to grant 

benefits, state administrators had to conduct interviews and verify that an applicant’s income and 

expenses met program requirements. Once an applicant received benefits, he or she had to be 

recertified (income and assets rechecked) on a recurring basis every one to six months (Kabbani 

and Wilde 2003).  

Because the federal government pays the entire cost of benefits, states were also held 

strictly accountable for accuracy in determining a household’s eligibility and benefit amount 

4 A full list of allowable deductions is available at: http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/applicant_recipients/ 
eligibility.htm. 
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(Danielson et al. 2011). States were required to track and submit errors, such as issuing benefits 

to an unqualified person, to the USDA’s Quality Control system, and states with error rates 

higher than the national average faced significant financial penalties (Rosenbaum 2000).  

The complex nature of program rules coupled with the focus on reducing error rates 

created a burdensome administration process (Bost 2001). Currie and Grogger (2001) detail the 

average length of the certification process: the application took nearly five hours for a family to 

complete, including an average of approximately 2.3 trips to an FSP office. Recertification for 

benefits took an average of 2.8 hours and at least one trip. Further, states generally required 

families with earnings to be recertified more often than families without earnings because their 

eligibility for benefits was likely to change more often.  

In 1996, PRWORA further complicated access to the program in two ways. First, the 

legislation made several changes to food stamp eligibility rules, disqualifying immigrants and 

setting time limits for able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs).5 Second, PRWORA 

dramatically reformed the nation’s cash assistance program, changing it from an entitlement to a 

temporary program focused on moving recipients from welfare to work (Mabli et al. 2009).6 

Although individuals leaving cash assistance for work were still eligible for SNAP, they were 

often unaware that they could continue receiving benefits (Letfin and Wolkwitz 2010).

In the years following PRWORA, the national SNAP benefit take-up rate among eligible 

individuals declined. By 2001, the take-up rate was only 54 percent, compared to 74 percent in 

5 PRWORA limited the receipt of SNAP benefits to 3 months in a 3-year period for ABAWDs who were not 
working or participating in a work program for 20 hours or more each week. More information can be found at: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/able-bodied-adults-without-dependents-abawds. 
6 PRWORA replaced the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program with Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families Program (TANF).!
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1994 (Ganong and Liebman 2013). During this time, policymakers were particularly concerned 

with the low enrollment among eligible families with earnings (Hanson and Oliviera 2012). 

Welfare reform had placed a priority on work, and food stamps were seen as an important 

income support that helped adults remain in the labor force by freeing up limited resources for 

other necessities. In 2001, however, an estimated 52 percent of eligible working families 

participated in the program compared to almost 70 percent of eligible nonworking families (US 

Government Accountability Office 2004).  

 

Creation of BBCE and other food stamp policy reforms 

Several important SNAP policy changes were made in the early 2000’s in an effort to 

turn around the falling benefit take-up rate (Hanson and Oliviera 2012). First, in 2000, the USDA 

issued rules that allowed states to confer SNAP benefits through broad-based categorical 

eligibility instead of through traditional income and asset tests. Specifically, households were 

made categorically eligible by receiving or being authorized to receive a Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF) funded benefit or service, such as being given a brochure or being 

referred to a social services “800” telephone number. Adopting broad-based categorical 

eligibility was seen as a way to ease access to the program for eligible households, reduce the 

potential for errors in determining eligibility, and streamline program administration (Falk and 

Aussenberg 2013b). 

Around this time, the USDA also granted states the option to simplify income reporting, 

to extend the length of recertification periods, and to set up call centers to conduct eligibility 

interviews over the phone instead of in person (Klerman and Danielson 2011). In 2002, the Farm 
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Security and Rural Investment Act (the “Farm Bill”) made further changes to the program in 

order to expand eligibility to a greater number of households. These changes included re-

allowing legal immigrants to participate in the program and granting states the option to exclude 

vehicles from the asset test (Ganong and Liebman 2013).  

State adoption of many of these policies was initially slow, but in 2009 the Food and 

Nutrition Service (FNS), the USDA office that operates SNAP, encouraged states to utilize these 

options as a way to reduce state workloads and help families (Trippe and Gillooly 2010). The 

FNS particularly encouraged states to implement BBCE. A 2009 memo from the USDA 

Associate Administrator of SNAP stated, “We believe that increasing the number of States that 

implement broad-based categorical eligibility will benefit families hurt by the economic crisis, 

promote savings among low-income households, and simplify state policies. Please encourage 

your States to adopt broad-based categorical eligibility to improve SNAP operations in your 

States.”7 While only 15 states had BBCE in 2008, 37 had adopted it by 2010. By 2012, a 

majority of states had implemented most of the new options. Table 3 in the Descriptive Statistics 

section of this paper presents information on the number of states implementing a specific policy 

in a given year. 

7 Shahin, Jessica. “Improving Access to SNAP Through Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility: Memo to Regional 
Administrators.” USDA Food and Nutrition Service. September 30, 2009. 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/093009_0.pdf. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

A substantial body of literature examines the relationship between SNAP policies and the 

size of the food stamp caseload. The evidence to date suggests that SNAP policy changes, such 

as broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE), have had some influence on program participation 

over the past two decades. However, much of the existing research also finds that the program is 

sensitive to changes in the economy, with participation increasing during economic downturns 

and decreasing during recovery periods. The simultaneous occurrence of the Great Recession 

and state adoption of new SNAP policies makes it difficult to assess the degree to which each of 

these factors may have independently affected the size of the program. 

The relationship between BBCE, and other policies, on SNAP participation 

Several studies find that state adoption of BBCE has a statistically significant, positive 

relationship with the SNAP participation rate. Using state-year panel data from 2000 to 2006, 

Mabli et al. (2009) find that BBCE is positively associated with food stamp caseload growth. 

Specifically, they estimate that the number of participants per capita is 6 percentage points 

higher in states with expanded eligibility than in states without the policy. The researchers posit 

that the increase in participation is partially attributable to improved program access for working 

households. Similarly, Klerman and Danielson (2011), using SNAP Quality Control data to 

model the size and composition of the food stamp caseload between 1994 and 2009, determine 

that total participation grew an estimated 6.3 percentage points in the wake of implementing 

BBCE.
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Ganong and Liebman (2013) specifically look at program enrollment during the recession 

and estimate that adoption of BBCE accounts for a 3.4 percent increase in enrollment between 

2007 and 2011. Additionally, the authors determine that out of the 19.1 million people that 

enrolled in SNAP between 2007 and 2011, 1.7 million had incomes that would have been too 

high to qualify for the program in absence of the policy. Their results suggest, however, that 

time-limit waivers for able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs), which were granted 

under the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), had a bigger effect on 

program growth. They estimate these waivers were associated with a 4.1 percent increase in 

enrollment over the period. 

These and other studies also find that there are additional SNAP policies associated 

program participation. Ganong and Liebman (2013), +DQVRQ�DQG�2OLYLHUD���������Kabbani and 

Wilde (2003), Klerman and Danielson (2011), Mabli and Ferrerosa���������DQG�5DWFOLIIH�HW�DO��

(20��) all find that short recertification periods (between one to three months) are negatively 

correlated with SNAP participation. Some researchers (Hanratty 2006; Kabbani and Wilde  

2003; Ratcliffe et al. 2008) determine that simplified income reporting is positively associated 

with the number of SNAP participants. There is also some evidence that federal and state 

spending on outreach efforts, such as public service announcements or direct mailings, have a 

significant, positive relationship with caseload size (Ratcliffe et al. 2008).  

 

The relationship between the economy and SNAP participation  

The literature on SNAP corroborates the idea that economic conditions and program 

participation generally move in tandem. Examining state-year panel data from 1980 to 1999, 
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Ziliak et al. (2003) find that a 1 percentage point decrease in the unemployment during this 

period is associated with an 8 percent decrease in the food stamp caseload. More recently, 

Klerman and Danielson (2011) find that a 1 percentage point increase in a state’s unemployment 

rate is associated with a 4.5 percent increase in SNAP participation. Similarly, Mabli et al. 

(2009) estimate a 1 percentage point increase in a state’s unemployment rate is associated with a 

3.7 percent increase in SNAP take-up. 

Hanson and Oliviera (2012) use national-annual time-series data from 1976 to 2011 and 

conclude that the counter-cyclical pattern of SNAP participation observed in earlier, shorter-term 

studies obtains over a longer period of time. Looking at four business cycles, each consisting of a 

period of economic growth and a period of economic decline, they find participation increases 

with the unemployment rate as expected. Specifically, they estimate that in periods of decline, a 

1 percentage point increase in unemployment is associated with an increase of two-to-three 

million participants. 

Lagged economic and policy effects 

Most of the findings discussed above reflect the contemporaneous relationship between 

SNAP policies and participation. Several empirical studies also find that lagged economic factors 

and SNAP policies are important determinants of program participation (Mabli et al. 2009; 

Klerman and Danielson 2011; Ratcliffe et al. 2008). That is, the size of the caseload in the 

current year is related to the economic conditions that occurred and the policies that were 

adopted during the previous year. Mabli et al. (2009) assert that policymakers may adopt a 

particular policy, such as BBCE, at a given point in time but that it could take months or even 
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years to implement it fully. People who become newly eligible for SNAP through policy changes 

are also not likely to be immediately aware of their new status, so it may take them time to enroll 

in the program. Similarly, people may not respond right away to changes in the economy, 

waiting until their resources dwindle before seeking assistance.  

Several researchers (Hanson and Oliviera 2012; Klerman and Danielson 2011; Mabli et 

al. 2009; Mabli and Ferrerosa 2010) find that decreases in participation typically lag behind 

periods of economic recovery. Specifically, when unemployment starts to fall, SNAP 

participation continues to increase for one or more years. In the relevant literature, however, the 

differences between contemporaneous and lagged models vary. Mabli and Ferrerosa (2010) use 

data from 2000 to 2008 and determine that the offering of broad-based categorical eligibility in 

the previous year, but not the current year, is an important determinant of SNAP trends.  

In a previous study, Mabli et al. (2009) include a set of specifications with lagged 

economic variables and find that their results are similar to those of their primary model (without 

lagged economic variables), with one exception: the lagged unemployment rate has a stronger 

association with changes in the participation count than does contemporaneously-measured 

unemployment. Specifically, a 1 percentage point increase in the unemployment rate over two 

consecutive years increases the per capita participant count by 5.6 percent (whereas the increase 

in the main model was 3.7 percent). However, Ratcliffe et al. (2008) and Klerman and Danielson 

(2011) estimate that lagged economic characteristics have a weaker effect than contemporaneous 

characteristics.  
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The present study 

The present study contributes to the literature described above by using the most recent 

USDA data. The majority of papers examining BBCE and SNAP caseloads (Currie and Grogger 

2001; Hanratty 2006; Leftin 2010; Mabli et al. 2009; Ratcliffe et 

al. 2008) use data from before 2009. Between 2008 and 2012, however, there was a substantial 

increase in the number of states adopting BBCE, with 15 states utilizing the policy in 2008 and 

41 states having implemented it by the end of 2012. Extending the period of analysis to include 

the end of the Great Recession as well as changes in the rate of BBCE implementation should 

allow for a more relevant estimate of the policy’s relationship to SNAP growth. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Based on the findings detailed above, I hypothesize that a state’s adoption of BBCE will 

have a positive but relatively small correlation with that state’s number of SNAP participants per 

capita. As discussed in the Literature Review, a confluence of changes in SNAP policies and 

economic conditions over the past decade is associated with the growth of the food stamp 

program. If BBCE has contributed to an increase in SNAP participation, I predict it has had a 

weaker association with the program’s growth than the economy has had. I also predict that 

BBCE will have a small relationship to program growth once all other SNAP policy reforms are 

considered. My model will account for economic conditions and SNAP policy changes as well as 

demographic characteristics. These factors are diagrammed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Influences on SNAP participation

Policy factors 
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the past decade.  

SNAP!

RECEIPT!

SNAP POLICIES!

BBCE 
Vehicle Exemptions!

Recertification Period !

Simplified Reporting !

Face-to-Face Interview Waiver!

Call Center!

Online Application!

Combined Application!

Transitional Benefits!

Outreach Spending!

DEMOGRAPHIC!

Households with Children!

Households Receiving    
Cash Assistance!

Elderly Population!

Disabled Population!

ECONOMIC!

Unemployment Rate!

Minimum Wage!

Income Per Capita!

Poverty Rate!



15 

• BBCE: UDSA reforms in 2000 allowed states to forgo income and asset tests with broad-

based categorical eligibility. Under this option, households that receive non-cash benefits

or information such as a brochure from the TANF block grant, Supplemental Security

Income (SSI), or state-financed General Assistance programs are automatically eligible

for SNAP (Falk and Aussenberg 2013).

• Vehicle Exemptions: Prior to 2000, federal program rules counted the value of a

household’s vehicles toward the food stamp eligibility asset test. The 2002 Farm Bill

gave states flexibility to revise their vehicle policies, and by 2012, all states and the

District of Columbia had exempted at least one vehicle from the asset test (Klerman and

Danielson 2011).

• Short recertification period: Once a household is deemed eligible for food stamps, it is

certified for a period of months. The length of the recertification period depends on the

household’s characteristics (Klerman and Danielson 2011). After a certification period

ends, to be recertified a household must prove continued eligibility by verifying income

and family structure with state administrators (Klerman and Danielson, 2011). Between

1996 and 2002, 25 states had recertification periods of three months or fewer (Klerman

and Danielson 2011). By 2012, all 50 states and DC had recertification periods of

between six and 12 months (CBO 2012).

• Simplified Reporting: Before 2002, SNAP recipients were required to report any changes

in income. For example, if a household had an increase of $100 in monthly income, it

would have to report the change between certification periods. In 2002, states were given

the option to adopt simplified reporting, in which SNAP households were required to



16 

report income changes only if they made the household ineligible for benefits (Klerman 

and Danielson 2011). 

• Face-to-face interview waiver: Under original federal program rules, SNAP applicants

were required to conduct a face-to-face interview in order both to apply to the program

and to recertify eligibility. In 2002, states were given the option to conduct interviews

over the phone, rather than in-person, for both initial certification and recertification

(Klerman and Danielson 2011).

• Call centers: In 2000, states were also given permission to set up call centers to help

conduct eligibility and recertification interviews over the phone (Ganong and Liebman

2013). 

• Online Application: The 2002 Farm Bill mandated that states with SNAP webpages had

to make the program application available online (Schwabish 2012).

• Combined Application: In 2002, states were allowed to operate a Combined Application

Project for SSI recipients, streamlining the SNAP application process (ERS 2013).

• Transitional Benefits: Under this option, households that are leaving the TANF program

can obtain temporary SNAP benefits for up to five months. In 2012, 17 states used this

mechanism to provide benefits (ERS 2013).



17 

• Outreach spending: Outreach includes advertising and promotional activities aimed at

increasing awareness of SNAP and encouraging eligible people to participate. The 2002

Farm Bill authorized the USDA to provide $5 million per year to assist states with their

efforts to increase access to and participation in SNAP. Since 2003, the USDA has also

provided about $1 million per year to community organizations for outreach (Mabli and

Ferrerosa 2010).

Economic factors 

As previously mentioned, the food stamp program is designed to be an automatic 

stabilizer, expanding during weak economic periods (CBO 2012). As such, the economic 

downturn in 2007 plausibly had a strong influence on the food stamp caseload. Most studies 

examining this relationship use the unemployment rate as a proxy for economic conditions 

(Currie and Grogger 2001; Ganong and Liebman 2013; Klerman and Danielson 2011; Mabli et 

al. 2009; Mabli and Fer rosa 2010; Nchako 2013; Ratcliffe et al. 2008). Additionally, state 

minimum wage laws, poverty rates, and the share of families who receive cash assistance are 

likely correlated with both the number of SNAP participants per capita and whether or not a state 

has adopted BBCE (Ganong and Liebman 2013; Klerman and Danielson 2011; Nchako 2013; 

Ratcliffe et al. 2008). 

Demographic factors 

SNAP household participation also varies based on certain demographic characteristics. 

In 2011, 76 percent of SNAP-participating households included a child, a person age 60 or older, 
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or a disabled person, and these households received 83 percent of all benefits (Strayer et al. 

2012). In addition, households with children and that receive TANF benefits may participate in 

SNAP at higher rates due to the fact they are more aware that they qualify for the program under 

BBCE. Similarly, elderly people and disabled people may also receive some form of government 

assistance, such as SSI, and be more likely to apply for food stamps (Ganong and Liebman 

2013).  

DATA AND METHODS

My empirical analyses use state-level data over a 13-year period for all 50 states and the 

District of Columbia. The data for my dependent and key independent variables are drawn from 

databases maintained by USDA’s Economic Research Service (ERS). More specifically, data on 

the total number of SNAP participants by state for the years 2000 to 2012 were obtained from 

ERS’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Data System.8 Information on state adoption 

of BBCE and other SNAP policies was obtained from ERS’s SNAP Policy Database.9  

8 Economic Research Service (ERS), US Department of Agriculture (USDA). Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) Data System. http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-
(snap)-data-system.aspx. 
9 Economic Research Service (ERS), US Department of Agriculture (USDA). SNAP Policy Database. 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/snap-policy-database.aspx. The database includes information on state-level 
SNAP policies relating to eligibility criteria, recertification and reporting requirements, benefit issuance methods, 
availability of online applications, and coordination with other low-income assistance programs. According to ERS, 
policy information is drawn from USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) SNAP State Options Reports, National 
Databank, SNAP Quality Control Data, SNAP State Waiver Database, and policy guidance memos (ERS 2013). 
ERS states that additional information is taken from a variety of sources, including reports on asset exemption 
policies and online applications from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities as well as reports on state-funded 
food assistance programs from the National Immigration Law Center. Data are provided for all 50 states and the 
District of Columbia for each month from January of 1996 through of December 2011. It should be noted that 
Danielson et al. (2011) find that there is substantial ambiguity over which SNAP policies are in place in each state at 
any given point in time. As such, there likely is some measurement error in my policy data. The implications of this 
consideration are discussed in the concluding section of this paper.  
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As is discussed in the previous section, my empirical analyses also control for the 

demographic characteristics of state populations, for economic factors that may affect SNAP 

participation, and for the policy options adopted by states over the period under study. 

Information for these controls was taken from several different sources. Data on state 

demographic characteristics, including the percent of households with children, the percent of the 

population that is over 65, and the percent of the population that has a disability were collected 

from US Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year series. Data for some 

economic factors, including state poverty rates and the proportion of households that receive 

cash assistance, were also taken from the ACS. Information on unemployment rates and state 

minimum wages was taken from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). 

To analyze the relationship between state adoption of BBCE and SNAP participation per 

capita, I estimate a fixed effects regression model. My fixed effects specification controls for 

unobserved state- and time-specific factors that are related to SNAP participation. Specifically, 

state fixed effects control for individual state characteristics that do not vary over time—for 

example, unobserved, abiding administrative differences between states, such as variations in 

program staffing or resources. Year fixed effects control for characteristics that change over time 

but do not vary between states—for example, national-level program changes, such as time-limit 

waivers in 2009 for ABAWDs. I estimate the following model, with the state-year as the unit of 

analysis: 
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lnSNAPit = β0 + β1BBCE + β2unemploymentit+ β3vehicleit + β4short_recertificationit 

+ β5simple_reportingit+ β6facetoface_interviewit+ β7online_applicationit 

+ β8combined_applicationit + β9call_centerit+ β10transitional_benefitit 

+ β11outreachit + β12unemploymentit+ β13minimum_wageit 

+ β14income_percapit+ β15poverty_rateit+ β16cash_assistanceit 

+ β17childit + β18elderlyit!+ β19disabledit + αi +  tt +  µit 

where i represents the state index, t is the year index, αi represents state time-invariant 

characteristics, γt represents dummy variables for each year, and µit is the error term. My 

dependent variable is the natural logarithm of the number SNAP participants per 100,000 people 

in state. Many similar studies (Ganong and Liebman 2013; Klerman and Danielson 2011; Mabli 

et al. 2009; Mabli and Ferrerosa 2010) use a logged dependent variable in order to account for 

the possibility of a nonlinear relationship between SNAP and key independent variables. The 

sample size for my data set is 663 observations (51 states including the District of Columbia*13 

years). Table 1 provides definitions for all variables included in the model.  
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Table 1. Definitions of variables

Variables Definitions 

Dependent Variable 
lnSNAP 

These estimates were obtained from the ERS Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program Data System, which captures 
participant numbers from USDA FNS Program Data and population 
data from the ACS.  

Independent Variable 
BBCE A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state has broad-

based categorical eligibility in a given year. These data are taken from 
the ERS SNAP Policy database. 

SNAP Policies 
Vehicle A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state exempts 

one or more vehicles from the asset test in a given year. These data 
are taken from the ERS SNAP Policy database. 

Short recertification A continuous variable measuring the percent of a state’s SNAP 
recipients with recertification periods that are three months or 
fewer.10 These data are taken from the ERS SNAP Policy database. 

Simplified reporting A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state uses 
simplified reporting in a given year. These data are taken from the 
ERS SNAP Policy database. 

Face-to-face interview A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state has waived 
a face-to-face interview. These data are taken from the ERS SNAP 
Policy database. 

Online application A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a household can 
apply online. These data are taken from the ERS SNAP Policy 
database. 

Combined application A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not the state operates 
a Combined Application Project for SSI recipients. These data are 
taken from the ERS SNAP Policy database. 

Call center A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not states operate 
"customer care" call centers. These data are taken from the ERS 
SNAP Policy database. 

10 This measurement of recertification is consistent with Mabli and Ferrerossa (2010) as well as Klerman and 
Danielson (2011).  

A continuous variable measuring the natural logarithm of the average 
monthly number of SNAP participants per 100,000 people in a state. 
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Table 1 continued 

Transitional benefit A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state allows 
TANF leavers to retain SNAP benefits for five months or more. 
These data are taken from FNS State Options Reports. 

Outreach  A dichotomous variable indicating whether or not a state had 
positive outreach spending in the previous year.11 These data are 
taken from the ERS SNAP Policy database. 

Economic Characteristics 
Unemployment A continuous variable measuring the unemployment rate among the 

state’s non-institutionalized population 16 and older. These data are 
taken from Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Minimum wage A continuous variable measuring the state’s minimum wage. The 
federal minimum wage is used for states that do not have state 
minimum wage laws. Values are adjusted for inflation and expressed 
in 2012 dollars using the annual Consumer Price Index for All Urban 
Consumers (CPI-U). These data are taken from the Department of 
Labor.  

Income per capita A continuous variable measuring individual-level income per capita 
expressed in 2012 dollars using the CPI-U. These data are taken 
from the American Community Survey. 

Poverty rate A continuous variable measuring the percent of the state population 
with individual or family incomes below the federal poverty level. 
These data are taken from the American Community Survey. 

Demographic Characteristics 
Cash Assistance A continuous variable measuring the percent of households in a 

state that receive TANF. These data are taken from the American 
Community Survey. 

Child A continuous variable measuring the percent of households in a 
state with children under age 18. These data are taken from the 
American Community Survey. 

Elderly A continuous variable measuring the percent of individuals in a state 
who are over 65 years of age. These data are taken from the 
American Community Survey. 

Disabled A continuous variable measuring the percent of individuals in a state 
who have a disability. These data are taken from the American 
Community Survey. 

 

                                                
11 Because a number of states have no outreach expenditures over the period of study, my measure of program 
outreach efforts is whether or not a state has positive outreach expenditure, rather than the amount of the 
expenditure. The use of a dichotomous, lagged outreach variable is consistent with Mabli et al. (2009 and 2010).   
!
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DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for the dependent and key independent variables 

and for my economic and demographic controls.12 Over the period of study, the weighted 

monthly average of the number of SNAP participants per 100,000 in a state people was 9,758. 

This number, however, varies widely among individual states. SNAP participation per capita 

ranges from a minimum of 2,850 participants per 100,000 people in a state (New Hampshire in 

2000) to a maximum of 30,340 participants per 100,000 people in a state (Missouri in 2010). The 

average state-level unemployment rate over the period of study was approximately 6 percent. 

Not included in Table 2, but worth noting, is the difference between the unemployment rate 

before and after 2008. Average unemployment was 5.28 percent during the period spanning from 

2002 to 2007 and 9 percent from 2008 to 2012.  

 

 

                                                
12 The Census Bureau’s ACS survey was not fully implemented until 2005. Thus, data gathered from the ACS for 
six variables (per capita income, percent of population living below the poverty level, percent of households 
receiving cash assistance, percent of population over 65, percent of population with a disability, and percent of 
households with children) were missing for years 2000 through 2004. Using my existing data for 2005 through 
2012, I regressed each of the six variables on an interaction of a state dummy variable and a continuous year 
variable. This produced an estimate of state-specific linear time trends for each control variable, and values from 
these regression coefficients were used to fill in the missing data from 2000 to 2004. Separately, data were also 
missing for the eight SNAP policy variables taken from ERS. The ERS policy database only includes data through 
2011, so 2012 data were not available. Some values were also missing for years 2010 and 2011 in the database. Data 
for missing policy values were taken from FNS State Options Reports. As previously noted, there may be some 
errors in these reports. Aside from the aforementioned variables, there were no other missing values in the data. My 
dataset contains 23 variables, with 663 state-year observations (51*13), for a total of 15,249 data points. Six of the 
economic and demographic controls were missing 102 observations (51*2). Three policy variables were missing 51 
observations. Another three were missing 102 observations (51*2). One policy variable, combined application, was 
missing 119 observations, and one policy variable, transitional benefits, was missing two observations. In all, these 
variables yielded a total of 1,192 missing values, or approximately 8 percent of the total number of data points in my 
dataset. 

!
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for dependent, key independent, and control variables 
 

Variable Mean Min Max SD. 

Logged number of average monthly SNAP 
participants per 100,000 people in a state 

9.10 7.96 10.32 0.42 

Total number of average monthly  
SNAP participants per 100,000 people 
in a state 

9,758 2,852 30,348 4121 

Broad-based categorical eligibility 0.35 0 1 0.48 
     
Economic Factors     
Unemployment rate 6.38 2.3 13.8 2.24 
Poverty rate 13.65 5,3 24.2 2.92 
Minimum wage (in 2012 dollars) 7.04 2.14 9.16 1.02 
Income per capita (in 2012 dollars) 
 

29,277 
 

19,994 
 

45,514 
 

4,037 
 

Demographic Characteristics     
Percent of households  
receiving cash assistance 

2.38 0.29 6.7 0.86 

Percent of households with children 31.43 16.7 41.57 2.96 
Percent of population with a disability 14.34 8.5 27.43 3.10 
Percent of population over 65 12.33 5.02 18.2 1.98 

N=663     

 
 

Table 3 summarizes the prevalence of key SNAP policies among states over the 2000 to 

2012 period. Program changes in 2000 and 2002 granted states flexibility in determining 

eligibility and participation requirements through a number of SNAP policy changes. State 

adoption of BBCE was initially slow, increasing from two states in 2000 to only 11 states in 

2006. During the Great Recession, however, the number of BBCE states more than doubled, with 

37 states utilizing the policy by 2010. In 2012, all but 10 states had implemented these eligibility 
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rules.13 The number of states that excluded one or more vehicle(s) from the SNAP asset test also 

expanded dramatically, with only four states having implemented the policy in 2000 and all 

states implementing it by 2012. Additionally, the number of states adopting policies that eased 

income-reporting requirements for current participants (such as simplified reporting or extended 

recertification periods) and implementing policies that decreased the application burdens (such 

as online applications or telephone interviews in lieu of face-to-face interviews) more than 

doubled between 2000 and 2012.  

 
Table 3. Prevalence of SNAP policies 

   

 FY2000 FY2006 FY2012 

Number of states that utilize SNAP policies    
Broad-based categorical eligibility 2 11 41 
Simplified reporting 0 46 50 
One-or-more vehicles exempted from asset test 4 42 51 
Face-to-face interview waiver 0 1 43 
Online application 0 12 38 
Combined application  1 10 17 
Call center 6 17 33 
Transitional benefit 0 17 21 
Positive outreach spending 10 30 42 

Average state-level proportion of participants 
   With short recertification periods (1-3 months) 35% 3% 1% 

  
  

 

 

 

                                                
13 Alaska, Arkansas, Indiana, Kansas, Missouri, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, Virginia, and Wyoming did not 
have BBCE as of 2012. 
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RESULTS 

My regression results are summarized in Tables 4 and 5. In both tables, model 1 

summarizes the results of an ordinary least squares regression that does not contain fixed effects. 

Model 2 adds state fixed effects, which control for individual state characteristics that do not 

vary over time. In model 3, year fixed effects are added to control for characteristics that change 

over time but do not vary between states. It is also likely, however, that there were changes over 

time that affected all states’ SNAP participation numbers but did so to varying degrees. For 

example, every state experienced the national-level expansion of SNAP benefits to ABAWDs in 

2009, but unobservable factors such as individual states’ administrative capacities or cultural 

attitudes toward government assistance could have mitigated or intensified the effect of this 

expansion on the caseload. Model 4 attempts to ameliorate this issue by including state fixed 

effects and interactions between 51 state dummies and a continuous year variable, which allows 

me to control for trends over time that differ between states. Lastly, Models 5 and 6 test whether 

BBCE’s relationship to SNAP participation varies between the pre- and post-recession periods. 

Each regression is weighted by state population, and robust standard errors clustered at the state 

level are reported for all coefficients.  

 

Primary specifications 

 The results in Table 4 confirm my hypothesis that BBCE has small, positive relationship 

with SNAP participation. In models without time controls (columns 1 and 2), the estimated 

BBCE coefficients are reasonably consistent and significant. When year fixed effects are added 

in model 3 or time trends are added in model 4, the BBCE coefficients are smaller in magnitude 
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and less precisely estimated (the coefficient in model 3 approaches conventional significance 

levels and in model 4 is only marginally significant) but are still positive. These results suggest 

that adoption of BBCE is associated with an approximate 4 percent increase in the logged 

number of SNAP participants per 100,000 people in a state. Notably, this association is relatively 

large in comparison to the relationship between participation and almost all other variables in the 

model.  

I predicted that, if BBCE had a significant relationship to SNAP participation, it would be 

relatively small in comparison to the relationship between the unemployment rate and SNAP 

participation. The results in Table 4, however, present a different picture. In models 1 through 4, 

the coefficients on unemployment rate are positive and highly significant (suggesting that SNAP 

does, indeed, respond counter-cyclically to economic changes) but are also slightly smaller in 

magnitude than the coefficients on BBCE. During the period of study, the average year-to-year 

change in a state’s unemployment rate was less than 1 percentage point, suggesting that, for most 

of the sample’s timeframe, BBCE may have had a greater influence on SNAP participation than 

did changes in the unemployment rate. Specifically, for 11 of 12 estimated year-to-year changes 

in my sample, an increase in the state-level unemployment rate is associated with less than a 3 

percent increase in SNAP participation, holding constant all other factors included in the model. 

During the height of the recession, however, changes in unemployment may have had a 

greater influence on the size of the program caseload than BBCE. Between 2008 and 2009, the 

average state unemployment rate in my sample increased 4 percentage points, from 

approximately 4.3 percent to 8.3 percent. The results of model 4 (with state fixed effects and 

state-specific time trends) suggest that, during this time period, changes in state-level 
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unemployment were associated with a 12 percent increase in the number of SNAP participants 

(compared to the 4 percent increase in participation associated with BBCE).  

Aside from BBCE, most other SNAP policy variables are insignificant once state fixed 

effects and time trends are accounted for. The only policy that is significant across all models is 

short recertification periods. Specifically, a one-point increase in the percentage of participants 

with short recertification periods (every one to three months) is associated with a 0.2 percent 

decrease in the number of SNAP participants per capita. Since the average recertification period 

length increased for most participants during this study’s timeframe (in 2000, 35 percent of 

program participants had recertification periods short than three months, but only 1 percent did 

by 2012), this result suggests that lengthened certification intervals are associated with a small 

increase SNAP participation. Mabli and Ferrerosa (2010), using data from 2000 to 2008, find 

similar results. The researchers estimate that a one-unit increase in the percentage of participants 

with short recertification periods decreases SNAP participation by 0.03 percent.  

Since most of literature on SNAP only uses data from 2009, I am particularly interested 

in whether BBCE’s relationship to SNAP participation differs between the pre- and post-

recession periods. To examine this, models 5 and 6 in Table 4 include an interaction between 

BBCE and the dummy variable After 2008, for which all years after 2008, i.e. 2009 through 

2012, are set equal to 1. The interaction term is significant in model 6 and approaches 

conventional levels in model 5. The results of these models suggest that the relationship between 

BBCE and participation after 2008 was comparatively stronger than their prior relationship. 

Specifically, the results of model 6 suggest that, before 2008, BBCE was associated with a 1 

percent increase in participation, but after 2008, the policy was associated with a 10 percent 
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increase in participation. In other words, before the recession, BBCE is estimated to have had a 

substantively small, insignificant effect. In the wake of 2008, however, the policy is associated 

with a significantly large increase in participation. 

  

Table 4. Primary specification regression results 

Dependent Variable Natural log of the number of SNAP participants per 100,000 people in a state 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 OLS State 
Fixed Effects 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

State FE & 
State-Specific 
Time Trends 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

w/ Interaction 

State FE & 
State-Specific 
Time Trends 
w/ Interaction 

Key Independent Variables       

BBCE 0.07*** 0.06** 0.03 0.04* 0.01 0.01 
 (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

BBCE*After 2008      0.05 0.09** 
     (0.04) (0.04) 

After 2008      -0.04 
      (0.04) 
SNAP Policy Variables       

Vehicle 0.06*** 0.05** 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.03) (0.02) 

Short recertification -0.001 -0.001*** -0.002*** -0.002** -0.002*** -0.002** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) 

Simplified reporting 0.25*** 0.07*** 0.05* 0.01 0.05** 0.01 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Face-to-face  0.11*** 0.10*** 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.01 
interview waiver (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) 

Online application -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.04** -0.01 -0.04** 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Combined application  0.02 0.05* 0.05** -0.00 0.05** -0.00 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Call center  0.03 0.02 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) 

Transitional benefits -0.01 -0.002 0.003 -0.01 0.002 -0.01 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Positive outreach  -0.02 0.001 0.002 -0.00 0.003 -0.00 
expenditure in prior year (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
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Table 4 continued        

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 OLS State  
Fixed Effects 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

State FE &  
State-Specific 
Time Trends 

 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

w/ Interaction 

State FE & 
State-Specific 
Time Trends 
w/ Interaction 

Economic variables       

Unemployment rate 
0.01** 0.01** 0.02*** 0.03*** 0.02*** 0.03*** 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Minimum wage  
0.003 -0.002 -0.01 -0.02** -0.01 -0.01* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Income per capita  
-0.00*** 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Poverty rate 
0.06*** 0.06*** 0.03*** 0.06*** 0.03*** 0.06*** 

 (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Demographic variables       
% Households 0.04*** 0.07*** 0.06** 0.05** 0.05** 0.04** 
receiving cash assistance (0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

% Households  -0.04*** -0.04*** 0.001 -0.02* 0.02 -0.02* 
with children (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

% Households w/  -0.03*** 0.04* 0.002 0.06 0.01 0.06 
a person over age 65 (0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) 

% Households w/  0.02*** 0.01 0.04** 0.02*** 0.03** 0.02*** 
a disabled person (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) 

Constant 9.74*** 8.08*** 6.79*** -43.05** 6.87*** -39.16** 
 (0.31) (0.70) (0.81) (19.76) (0.80) (18.64) 
       
Observations 663 663 663 663 663 663 
R-squared 0.85 0.91 0.93 0.95 0.93 0.95 

F-statistics and p-values of joint hypotheses   

BBCE*After 2008     2.05 5.68*** 
and BBCE     (0.19) (0.01) 

Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients. Standard errors are given in parenthesis under the 
inflection points. P-values are given in parenthesis under F-statistics. 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Alternative specifications 

The above analysis examines the contemporaneous relationship between SNAP policies 

and participation. Changes to SNAP policies and in economic conditions, however, may have 

consequences over the longer run. At least one study (Mabli and Ferrerosa 2010) finds that state 

adoption of BBCE in the prior year is a significant determinant of the current year’s caseload. 

Additionally, much of the literature on SNAP confirms that state economic characteristics do not 

necessarily have a contemporaneous relationship to SNAP participation. For example, several 

papers on SNAP suggest that changes in the unemployment rate may have a lagged relationship 

with changes in participation (Mabli et al. 2009; Klerman and Danielson 2011; Ratcliffe et al. 

2008). When the unemployment rate increases, it may take eligible people a year or two to enroll 

in the program. Likewise, when the economy picks up, SNAP participants may be slow to leave 

the food-stamp rolls.  

Table 5 reports the results of specifications with BBCE and economic variables lagged by 

one year. The coefficients on lagged BBCE are significant across models 1 through 4 but are not 

dramatically different from the corresponding coefficients in Table 4. The coefficients on the 

lagged unemployment rate are significant across all specifications and are slightly larger than the 

corresponding coefficients in the primary models. These results are consistent with the idea that 

individuals may not immediately act on the effects of unemployment. Turning to models 5 and 6, 

the coefficients on the interaction terms are close to conventional significance levels and are also 

smaller in magnitude than the corresponding coefficients in Table 4. These estimates are 

interesting as they suggest that, after 2008, the effect of BBCE on participation may have been 

more immediate than lagged.  
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Table 5. Alternative specification regression results 

Dependent Variable Natural log of the number of SNAP participants per 100,000 people in a state 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 OLS State 
Fixed Effects 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

State Fixed Effects 
& State-Specific 
Time Trends 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

w/ Interaction 

State FE & 
State-Specific 
Time Trends 
w/ Interaction 

       
Key Independent Variables     

1-yr lag BBCE 0.07*** 0.06*** 0.05*** 0.03* 0.03 0.02 
      (0.02)      (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

1-yr lag BBCE*After 2008    0.05 0.04 
     (0.04) (0.03) 

After 2008      0.07*** 
      (0.02) 
SNAP Policy Variables       
Vehicle 0.05** 0.05* 0.03 0.04* 0.03 0.04* 
 (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

Short recertification 0.00 -0.002** -0.002*** -0.002** -0.002*** -0.002** 
 (0.69) (0.009) (0.00) (0.026) (0.000) (0.00) 

Simplified reporting 0.24*** 0.07*** 0.05* 0.00 0.05** 0.01 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Face-to-face  0.13*** 0.08*** 0.04 0.04* 0.03 -0.00 
interview waiver (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Online application -0.01 -0.00 -0.01 -0.03** -0.01 -0.03* 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Combined application  0.03* 0.05** 0.05** 0.02 0.05** 0.02 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Call centers  0.03* 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.01 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Transitional benefits -0.02 -0.01 0.00 -0.03 -0.00 -0.02 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Outreach -0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 
 (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Economic variables       
1-yr lag  0.03*** 0.04*** 0.04*** 0.05*** 0.04*** 0.04*** 
unemployment rate (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00) 

1-yr lag 0.00 0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 
minimum wage (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

1-yr lag  -0.00*** 0.00 0.00** 0.00 0.00* 0.00 
adjusted income per capita (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

1-yr lag  0.05*** 0.02** 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 
poverty rate (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
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Table 5 continued       

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 OLS State 
Fixed Effects 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

State Fixed Effects 
& State-Specific 
Time Trends 

 

State & Year 
Fixed Effects 

w/ Interaction 

State FE & 
State-Specific 
Time Trends 
w/ Interaction 

Demographic variables       

% Households receiving 0.03*** 0.05** 0.06** 0.03* 0.05** 0.01 
cash assistance (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

% Households  -0.04*** -0.02** 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
with children (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

% Households w/  -0.03*** 0.03* -0.00 0.03 -0.01 0.05* 
a person over age 65 (0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) 

% Households w/  0.02*** -0.01 0.04*** -0.01** 0.04*** -0.02** 
a disabled person (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Constant 9.67*** 8.63*** 6.77*** -39.52** 6.85*** -18.31 
 (0.31) (0.56) (0.79) (19.61) (0.77) (19.78) 
       

Observations 663 663 663 663 663 663 
R-squared 0.84 0.93 0.94 0.96 0.94 0.96 

F-statistics and p-values of joint hypotheses 
l-yr lag BBCE*After 2008     4.51** 4.86*** 
and 1-yr lag BBCE     (0.02) (0.01) 

Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients. Standard errors are given in parenthesis under the inflection 
points. P-values are given in parenthesis under F-statistics. 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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DISCUSSION 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) has grown dramatically over 

the past decade. In the wake of these changes, policymakers have questioned the role of broad-

based categorical eligibility (BBCE), among other program rules, in SNAP’s expansion. While a 

significant body of literature finds that BBCE has a positive relationship with the food stamp 

caseload, the majority of studies use data from before 2009, when only one-third of states had 

implemented the policy (in contrast, almost all had implemented BBCE by 2012). Additionally, 

considering the national economic changes since 2009, as well as the increased prevalence of 

other state-specific SNAP policies, it seems worthwhile to revisit this question. My research thus 

extends the period of analysis through 2012.  

The results of my primary specifications suggest that, consistent with previous research 

(Klerman and Danielson 2011; Mabli et al. 2009; Mabli and Ferrerosa 2010; Ratcliffe et al. 

2008), BBCE has a modest, positive relationship with SNAP participation. Specifically, when I 

control for state fixed effects and state-specific time trends, adoption of BBCE is associated with 

a 4 percent increase in the logged number of SNAP participants per 100,000 people in a state, 

holding constant all factors included in the model. In comparison, Mabli et al. (2009), Mabli and 

Ferrerosa (2010), and Klerman and Danielson (2011) estimate that BBCE adoption is associated 

with an approximate 6 percent increase in SNAP participation. Therefore, by extending the 

period of analysis to 2012, I find that BBCE’s relationship to participation is slightly smaller in 

magnitude than previous studies’ estimates. 

Since SNAP is designed to operate counter cyclically, I am also interested in comparing 

the effects of economic changes to the effects of BBCE. I find that, for almost all years in my 



 

35 
 

sample, BBCE had a greater association with the SNAP caseload than did the economy. The one 

exception was the period between 2008 and 2009, when there were dramatic increases in state-

level unemployment rates. A series of back-of-the-envelope calculations performed with my 

regression results show that, during this time, the spike in unemployment was associated with an 

approximate 12 percent increase in the caseload size.  

My results are particularly interesting when I examine how BBCE’s effect on SNAP 

differs between the pre- and post-recession periods. Estimates from one model (that controlV for 

state fixed effects and state-specific time trends) suggest that BBCE had a substantively small 

and insignificant effect on SNAP participation prior to 2008. These results contrast markedly 

with the literature that covers this period (as mentioned above, several studies estimate that, 

between the late 1990’s and 2008, BBCE increased participation by 6 percent). Further, I find 

that after the recession, BBCE had a large, contemporaneous effect on participation numbers 

(specifically, a 10 percent increase). This result also diverges from the findings of Ganong and 

Liebman (2013)—the only other SNAP study, to my knowledge, that examines BBCE beyond 

2009. The researchers estimate that between 2007 and 2011 BBCE was associated with D�3.� 

percent increase in SNAP enrollment. Our results may not be directly comparable, however; I 

use state-level data compiled by ERS, whereas Ganong and Liebman use individual level data 

from the FNS Quality Control system.  

Although my analysis controls for policy, economic, and fixed state characteristics, my 

results may be subject to omitted variable bias. Several time-varying factors associated with 

SNAP participation are not easily measured and, therefore, are not included in my analyses. 

These factors include individuals’ awareness of SNAP, the barriers that they may face in 
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applying to the program, and the level of stigma associated with food stamp receipt. Eligible 

individuals may not apply to the program because they do not think they qualify for benefits 

(Bartlett et al. 2004). Eligible individuals may also be deterred from applying for benefits if their 

local food stamp offices are geographically distant or unreachable by public transportation 

(Bartlett et al. 2004). Further, eligible individuals may not apply for SNAP benefits if they have 

negative perceptions about obtaining government assistance (Bartlett et al. 2004). 

If these factors vary differentially for states over time, their exclusion from my models 

may bias the key coefficient in the regression results. Awareness of the program may be 

positively correlated with SNAP participation and state adoption of BBCE: individuals who 

know that food stamps are available to them are more likely to apply for benefits, and states that 

adopt BBCE may place greater emphasis on SNAP and have better program outreach than states 

that do not adopt BBCE. Program application barriers, such as the inaccessibility of local food 

stamp offices by public transportation, may be negatively correlated with SNAP participation. 

These barriers may also be negatively correlated with BBCE since states that implement the 

policy may have more dedicated administrative resources to SNAP than other states. Similarly, 

stigma may be negatively correlated with both program participation and BBCE: states in which 

residents have a cultural bias against government assistance may not choose to expand SNAP 

eligibility through BBCE. The omission of each of these factors from my regression models 

would upwardly bias the coefficient on my independent variable, meaning that my results may 

overstate the relationship between BBCE and program participation. 

In addition to these concerns, my results may also be biased by measurement error. There 

is substantial ambiguity over which SNAP policies are in place in each state at any given point in 
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time, and data reported by the FNS are known to suffer from inaccuracies.14 Since the ERS 

database used for my analysis draws on FNS reports and other USDA data, there are likely some 

errors in my SNAP policy variables. However, it is reasonable to assume that errors in the data 

are random, i.e. misreported information is most likely due administrative oversight and is not 

systematic. As such, the coefficient on my independent variable may suffer from attenuation 

bias, meaning the coefficient is closer to zero than it would have been without any measurement 

error. This attenuation bias may offset the upward bias in the BBCE coefficient caused by 

omitted variable bias.  

The policy implications of my findings are a bit of a mixed bag for defenders of SNAP. 

In line with Republican criticism of BBCE, my results present some evidence that state adoption 

of this policy contributed to the program’s growth. Further, the estimates of my models suggest 

that, for most years in my sample, state adoption of BBCE had a greater effect on participation 

than did increases in unemployment or implementation of other SNAP policies. However, it is a 

worthwhile exercise to examine these results in the context of the policy’s original purpose. 

BBCE was created out of concern that SNAP’s eligibility rules were too complicated and were, 

subsequently, inhibiting access to the program. Considering this fact, my results seem to suggest 

that BBCE has not only worked as intended but also worked quite effectively, quickly expanding 

the food stamp rolls during the height of the worst US economic crisis since the Great 

Depression. How BBCE will effect participation as the country recovers from the recession 

remains to be seen. The ongoing debate over SNAP suggests a continued need to study 

                                                
14 The FNS regularly surveys states about their policy changes for State Options eports, but Danielson et al. (2011) 
argue this documentation has not kept pace with increased state adoption of SNAP policies. The USDA has also 
lacked the resources to correct inconsistencies across editions of the report or to find exact dates of implementation. 
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BBCE’s relationship with program participation. Further research into the dynamics of this 

policy could improve the targeting of benefits toward individuals who will benefit most from 

SNAP.   
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