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MISSION STATEMENT
The Hamilton Project seeks to advance America’s promise of
opportunity, prosperity, and growth. The Project’s economic
strategy reflects a judgment that long-term prosperity is best
achieved by fostering economic growth and broad participation
in that growth, by enhancing individual economic security, and by
embracing a role for effective government in making needed public
investments. We believe that today’s increasingly competitive
global economy requires public policy ideas commensurate with
the challenges of the 21st century. Our strategy calls for combining
increased public investments in key growth-enhancing areas, a
secure social safety net, and fiscal discipline. In that framework,
the Project puts forward innovative proposals from leading
economic thinkers — based on credible evidence and experience,
not ideology or doctrine — to introduce new and effective policy
options into the national debate.
The Project is named after Alexander Hamilton, the nation’s
first treasury secretary, who laid the foundation for the modern
American economy. Consistent with the guiding principles of
the Project, Hamilton stood for sound fiscal policy, believed
that broad-based opportunity for advancement would drive
American economic growth, and recognized that “prudent aids
and encouragements on the part of government” are necessary to
enhance and guide market forces.
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Introduction
The problem of hunger in America is troubling.

One in seven households was food insecure
in 2014—meaning that at some time during the year they had difficulty providing enough food for all of their
members due to a lack of resources. 15 million children live in food-insecure households. Even more troubling, in
2014 just over 1 in 20 households—almost 7 million households—suffered one or more periods during which food
intake of household members was reduced and normal eating patterns were disrupted because the household lacked
money and other resources for food.
To be sure, the phenomenon of food insecurity in the United States is not equivalent to the severe malnutrition
observed in some developing countries. Nonetheless, it has far-reaching impacts on the health and well-being of
an unacceptably large number of Americans adults and children. The common-sense notion that lack of access
to food is harmful has been established by rigorous research. Children living in food-insecure households tend
to have a lower health-related quality of life (Casey et al. 2005), higher rates of asthma (Mangini et al. 2015), lessnutritious diets (Fram et al. 2015), and behavioral problems that affect school performance (Whitaker, Phillips,
and Orzol 2006).
Food insecurity is measured using the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA 2015) 18-question U.S. Household
Food Security Survey Module, implemented annually in the December Supplement (CPS-FSS) to the U.S. Census
Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS). This survey tool asks a series of questions about households’ resources
available for food and whether adults or children in the household adjusted their food intake—cutting meal size,
skipping meals, or going for a day without food—because of lack of money for food. A household is considered to be
“food insecure” if, due to a lack of resources, it had difficulty at some time during the year providing enough food for
all of its members. The more-severe categorization of “very low food security” status describes those food-insecure
households in which members’ food intake was reduced and their normal eating patterns disrupted at some point
during the year because of a lack of resources for food. Food insecurity and very low food security are measured at
the household level, though questions about adults and children are asked separately. In other words, a child may
live in a food-insecure household, but be buffered from the direct effects of food insecurity by the adults in the
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household. The food insecurity measures are collected annually
in December as a supplement to the U.S.Census Bureau’s Current
Population Survey (CPS); the results are the Current Population
Survey Food Security Supplement (CPS-FSS) data files.
Note that food insecurity is distinct from poverty. While the
poverty rate measures the share of families with annual gross
income below a particular threshold, the food insecurity rate
reflects the resources available to purchase food. In thirty states
and the District of Columbia the rate of food insecurity is higher
than the rate of poverty. While the rate of food insecurity declines
as household income increases, its reach extends farther up the
income distribution than many would guess: two-thirds of foodinsecure households have annual incomes above the federal
poverty level (FPL). And because many households may be food
secure one year but not the next, an even larger share of households
has had some experience with food insecurity than any single-year
snapshot suggests.
There is an important role for the safety net in insuring households
against food insecurity. The largest of the federal nutrition
assistance programs, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP; formerly called the Food Stamp Program), is
highly effective, lifting millions of people out of poverty and
increasing the resources they have available to purchase food.

In addition, because it is designed to expand and contract
according to need, SNAP serves as an important macroeconomic
stabilizer. Furthermore, several studies have found that SNAP
reduces the likelihood that a household will experience food
insecurity or very low food security (Ratcliffe, McKernan,
and Zhang 2011; Schmidt, Shore-Sheppard, and Watson 2012;
Shaefer and Gutierrez 2013). Moreover, evidence from safety net
expansions—such as the temporary benefit increase under the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) and
a pilot program that provided additional benefits to families of
children during the summer months when school meals were not
available—shows reductions in rates of food insecurity and very
low food security. Recent studies have shown that SNAP improves
health outcomes and households’ financial well-being, and even
improves the later-life outcomes of individuals who had access to
the program as children.
A guiding principle of The Hamilton Project is that long-term
prosperity is best achieved by fostering economic growth and
broad participation in that growth. This necessitates increasing
economic security—which in turn can increase economic growth
by enabling people to invest in their education or that of their
children, and by helping families get back on their feet quickly
after unexpected shocks. In this spirit, The Hamilton Project
offers the following 12 facts on food insecurity, SNAP, and other
nutrition support programs.

BOX 1.

Definitions
Food insecurity: Food-insecure households had difficulty at some time during the year providing enough food for all their
members due to a lack of resources. In 2014, 14.0 percent of households were food insecure.
Very low food security: In addition to having the characteristics of food insecurity, households that have very low food
security also report that, at times during the year, the food intake of household members was reduced and their normal eating
patterns were disrupted because the household lacked money and other resources for food. The surgeon general has set a goal
to eliminate very low food security among children by 2020 (HealthyPeople.gov 2016). In 2014, 5.6 percent of households
experienced very low food security.
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1.

In 2014 almost one in five households with
children were food-insecure.

In 2014 more than 15.3 million children—or more than one in
five—lived in a food-insecure household (Coleman-Jensen et
al. 2015) in the United States. This is a marked increase from
the years prior to the Great Recession, when an average of 12.9
million children lived in a food-insecure household.
The USDA defines a household as food insecure if it reports
that it had difficulty at some time during the year providing
enough food for all of its members due to a lack of resources.
This broad measure of food insecurity includes households
that report a reduction in the quality, variety, and desirability
of diet but little or no reduction in food intake, as well as
households that experience very low food security—that is,

who report disruptions in eating patterns and reductions
in food intake (Coleman-Jensen et al. 2015). This latter
measure, which accounted for 5.6 percent of households in
2014, is sometimes used as the preferred metric for hunger
experienced in the United States (Chilton and Doar 2015;
Cook and Jeng 2009).
Almost one in seven households—and almost one in five
households with children—reported difficulty providing
enough food in 2014 for all of their members (Coleman-Jensen
et al. 2015). Households with children have a higher rate of
food insecurity than households overall and households with
seniors; this elevated rate persists despite those households’

FIGURE 1.

Percent of all households and households with children or seniors that were food insecure,
1998–2014
The share of households experiencing food insecurity spiked during the Great Recession, and has not returned
to its prerecession level.
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Sources: CPS-FSS 1998–2014.
Note: Households with children report having at least one child between the ages of 0 and 18 present and households with seniors report having at least one
adult age 65 or older present. Statistics were calculated using the CPS-FSS weight so that the reported results are nationally representative.
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eligibility for additional nutrition support through the
subsidized school meals programs and Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC).
After the onset of the Great Recession all household types saw
sharp increases in rates of food insecurity, with households
with children experiencing the largest increase. From
1998 to 2007 an average of 15.7 percent of households with
children, 10.8 percent of households overall, and 6 percent
of households with seniors were food insecure. The average

2
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from 2008 to 2014 was roughly 4 percentage points higher
for households overall and for households with children, and
about 2 percentage points higher for households with seniors.
These changes amount to millions more Americans living in
food-insecure households. Despite recent improvements in
the economy, food insecurity rates are still higher than they
were prior to the Great Recession, potentially reflecting higher
rates of poverty and increased costs of other necessities such
as housing.
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2.

In nine states, one in four children lives
in a food-insecure household.

In every state a higher share of children than the equivalent
share of adults lived in a food-insecure household (ColemanJensen et al. 2015). However, the 15 million children and 29
million adults who lived in food-insecure households in 2014
were unevenly distributed across states. Figure 2 shows the
average annual percentage of children living in food-insecure
households over the period 2012–14. In half of states plus the
District of Columbia, at least 20 percent of children lived in
a food-insecure household, and in nine states the share of
children who lived in a food-insecure household was at least
25 percent.

Since the Great Recession began in 2007, 41 states have seen
the percent of children living in food-insecure households
increase; in 28 states, the increase was greater than 4 percentage
points (CPS 2005–14). The states with the highest rates of
food insecurity are Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi,
where almost 30 percent of all the children in these states live
in a food-insecure household. In only two states—Iowa and
Wyoming, as well as the District of Columbia—has the percent
of children living in food-insecure households decreased by
more than 4 percentage points since 2008.

FIGURE 2.

Percentage of children living in food-insecure households by state, 2012–14 average
Lousiana, Alabama, and Mississippi have the highest rates of food insecurity, with almost 30 percent of children
living in a food-insecure household.
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three-year period, 2012–14.
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3.

About 85 percent of food-insecure households with
children are headed by adults who work.

The vast majority of food-insecure households with children
are working households: over 85 percent of households with
children reporting food insecurity in 2014 also reported at
least one adult who earned an income in 2014. Food-insecure
households with children were slightly more likely to be
headed by married couples (46.9 percent) than single mothers
(44.6 percent). Among every type of household reporting
food insecurity—i.e., households headed by married couples,
single mothers, or single fathers—at least 75 percent of
households had an earner during the year they experienced
food insecurity. Nonetheless, the income generated by work
over the year was not sufficient to protect those working
families from food insecurity.

Employment provides many benefits to households and
children, yet working necessarily reduces the amount of
time that an earner has available to do other tasks, including
shopping for and preparing food. This time constraint may
increase the monetary cost of food and, in turn, increase
the likelihood that a family experiences food insecurity. A
number of studies find that working mothers report using
food preparation strategies that take less time and cost more,
such as relying more on convenient meals, spending less time
preparing food, and preparing fewer family dinners (Bauer et
al. 2012; Cawley and Liu 2012).

FIGURE 3.

Family characteristics of food-insecure households with children, 2014
Married couples head 45 percent of food-insecure households.

Married, One Earner 20%

Single Female, Earner 34%

Married, Two Earners
25%

Single
Male,
Earner
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No Earners 15%

Source: CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) March 2015; CPS-FSS 2014.
Note: A household with a child is defined as having at least one child between the ages of 0 and 18 and a potential earner under age 65. An earner is an
individual who reported earnings greater than $0 on the CPS ASEC March 2015 for the 2014 calendar year.
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4.

Households with a teenager are more likely
to experience very low food security.

As any parent of teenagers knows, food consumption increases
during the teenage years (Docter and Breuner 2012; Stang and
Story 2005). This is reflected in U.S. dietary guidelines, which
estimate the calorie needs of teens to be on par with that of
their parents, and more than three times the needs of younger
children (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
[DHHS] 2015). It is also apparent in measures of food intake
and food spending, both of which increase when children
enter their teenage years (Anderson and Butcher 2016).
Households with teenage children experience higher rates
of food insecurity than do households with only younger
children. Among households with teenagers, over 20 percent
were food insecure—2 percentage points higher than the rate
among households with younger children. The rates were
similar whether the teenage child was male or female. Rates of
very low food security also increase markedly when a teenager

is present—by about 1.5 percentage points, or 25 percent. After
holding other factors constant, Anderson et al. (forthcoming)
found that adding an additional teenager to a household
increases by about 50 percent the probability that children in
a family experience very low food security.
SNAP benefits do not vary by child age, and feeding a family
of four with two teenage boys according to the USDA’s Thrifty
Food Plan would cost $50 per month more than the maximum
SNAP benefit available to the family (USDA 2016a). Recent
evidence shows that modest funding increases in food support
programs can greatly reduce food insecurity, especially
among households with teenagers (see Fact 11). School meals
programs specify higher calorie recommendations for meals
served to middle and high school students (USDA 2012), but
high school students are less likely than younger children to
participate in school meals.

FIGURE 4.

Food insecurity status of households with teenagers and younger children
Food needs are higher for teenagers, but food support benefits are not higher for families with teens.
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Source: CPS-FSS 2014.
Note: A household has younger children if there is at least one child in the house and no children over the age of 12. A household with a teenager has a least
one child between the ages of 13 and 18, and may also include younger children. Statistics were calculated using the CPS-FSS weight so that the reported
results are nationally representative for households with children under the age of 13 and households with teenagers.
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5.

Annual snapshots mask the extent of the food
insecurity problem.

Annual rates of food insecurity mask the extent of the food
insecurity problem. Using the Current Population Survey,
we can follow large numbers of households across two
consecutive years, allowing us to compare food security
status over time. In consecutive years during the postrecession period 2008–14, over 24 percent of households
with children experienced food insecurity in one or both
years: 9 percent of household experienced food insecurity in
consecutive years, and an additional 15 percent of households
experienced food insecurity in only one of the two years.
During the temporary periods when those families experience
food insecurity, there still may be negative impacts on their

children. For example, one study found a decline in cognitive
development and health status among toddlers who lived in
households that were food secure when the child was nine
months old but had become food insecure by the child’s
second birthday (Hernandez and Jacknowitz 2009).
For many households, food insecurity appears to be a
temporary challenge. Around 40 percent more households
reported being food insecure in the past two years than
reported being food insecure last year. To the extent that food
insecurity is a temporary or sudden experience, policies to
address it must also be quick to respond.

FIGURE 5.

Food security status in consecutive years for households with children, 2008–14
Among households with children that experience food insecurity in one year, about half had not been food insecure
in the prior year.
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Sources: CPS-FSS 2008–14.
Note: The population comprises CPS-FSS respondents observed and matched in consecutive years, and is restricted to households with children.
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6.

One third of food-insecure households have
annual incomes of at least two times the
federal poverty level.

Food insecurity, often thought to be a characteristic of
poverty, is actually dispersed widely over the income
distribution, though food insecurity does decline as a
household's income increases. Notably, a large share of foodinsecure households live above the federal poverty level (FPL)
with incomes that are above the reach of SNAP and other food
support programs. One-third of food-insecure households
have reported incomes between 100 and 200 percent of the
FPL and another third have reported incomes above 200
percent of the FPL—a level at which households are typically
not eligible for SNAP or subsidized school meals. Many of
these families have incomes above the reach of the EITC as

well, which phases out near 185 percent of the FPL (UrbanBrookings Tax Policy Center 2016).
Among families with annual incomes below the FPL, more
than 35 percent experience food insecurity—much higher
than those with incomes reported between two and three
times the FPL (20 percent), and those with incomes more than
three times the FPL (less than 10 percent).
Very low food security is even more concentrated than food
insecurity among the poor. The highest rate of very low food
security is reported among the poorest households, or those
living below half of the FPL (about $12,000 for a family of four).

FIGURE 6.

Percent of households, by income-to-poverty ratio, reporting food insecurity
and very low food security
Food insecurity reaches much higher in the income distribution than SNAP eligibility.
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geography. A household with two adults and two children had a poverty threshold of $24,008 in 2014. Households with more adults and children have a
higher poverty threshold than households with fewer adults and children.
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7.

The social safety net lifts tens of millions
of people out of poverty.

In 2012 safety net programs lifted almost 50 million people—
including over 10 million children—out of poverty, as defined
by the Supplemental Poverty Measure (Sherman and Trisi
2015). The largest reductions in poverty among children can
be attributed to SNAP, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC),
and the child tax credit. After adjusting for the underreporting
among social program beneficiaries in the Current Population
Survey, it is estimated that SNAP lifts more than 10 million
people out of poverty, including around 5 million children.
Other programs such as housing assistance, Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), the National School
Lunch Program (NSLP), and Supplemental Security Income

(SSI) lift a smaller but still substantial number of children out
of poverty.
Recent research has documented strong, long-term impacts
from investing in certain antipoverty programs aimed at
children. Programs such as the EITC that supplement the
earnings of low-income working families have been shown
to increase children’s test scores (Dahl and Lochner 2012),
thereby raising their expected earnings when they reach
adulthood (Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff 2014). These
studies suggest that the benefits of poverty alleviation will
accrue over the long run.

FIGURE 7.

Number of people lifted out of poverty by safety net programs in 2012
In 2012 SNAP lifted 10 million people out of poverty, an impact equivalent to the combined EITC
and child tax credit.
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8.

SNAP investments have long-term payoffs.

A new study by Hoynes, Schanzenbach, and Almond (2016)
finds long-term positive effects from consistently providing
access to the Food Stamp Program (now called SNAP)
during early life. Taking advantage of the relatively long
rollout period when the program was originally introduced,
the study compares children who lived in different counties
within a state and who were born at different times to
measure the long-term impacts of access to the program.
Access to the Food Stamp Program at early ages—starting
before birth in cases where the mother received food stamps
during pregnancy, and continuing through age five—leads
to a number of positive long-run health and economic
outcomes.
As shown in figure 8, access to the Food Stamp Program
over this age range has substantial positive impacts on later
health, lowering women’s and men’s incidence of metabolic
syndrome—a health measure that includes diabetes, high
blood pressure, obesity, heart disease, and heart attack—by

0.3 and 0.5 standard deviations, respectively. Women are also
34 percentage points more likely to report excellent or very
good health if they had access to food stamps from before
birth through age five.
These gains also extend to economic outcomes. Women with
access to the Food Stamp Program over the full early life period
have much higher economic self-sufficiency—a measure that
includes completed education, employment status, earnings,
and financial success—than those who did not. Furthermore,
access to food stamps increased high school graduation rates
by more than 18 percentage points.
Access to food stamps and the NSLP also seems to improve
educational outcomes among older children (ages 6 to 18) as
well, which may indicate that better nutrition helps students
gain more from school, setting them on a path toward greater
self-sufficiency (Hinrichs 2010; Hoynes, Schanzenbach, and
Almond 2016).

FIGURE 8.

Impact of access to food stamps during early life on adult health and economic outcomes
Access to food stamps in early life improves health outcomes in men and women and economic self-sufficiency in
women later in life.
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9.

Nutrition programs vary in their reach
to low-income households.

The four largest nutrition programs in the United States are
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (WIC), the National School Lunch Program
(School Lunch), and the School Breakfast Program (School
Breakfast). Combined spending on these four programs was
$97 billion in 2015, with SNAP accounting for $74 billion
(USDA 2016b). Eligibility for each program is means-tested
and targeted to specific populations, such as children enrolled
in a school that participates in the SBP and the NSLP.

children and annual incomes at or below 185 percent of
the FPL. Each row is limited to households that meet the
categorical eligibility criteria for the program; that is, it is
limited to households with a school-aged child eligible for
School Breakfast or School Lunch, or to households with a
child under age five eligible for WIC. Households are grouped
into four populations: food insecure and reporting no program
benefits, food insecure but reporting program benefits, food
secure and reporting program benefits, and food secure and
reporting no program benefits.

Figure 9 describes the overlap of nutrition program
participation and food security status for households with

The NSLP has the largest reach among these programs, and is
available in nearly all public schools. As the figure illustrates, 64

FIGURE 9.

Reported program participation and food security status of low-income households
Among low-income households, 16 percent are food insecure but report receiving no SNAP benefits.
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Source: CPS-FSS 2014.
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for the included nutrition programs. Households that did not report participating in NSLP were deemed not to have participated in the SBP by survey design.
Participation in NSLP, SBP, and WIC were reported for the past 30 days and participation in SNAP as well as food insecurity were reported for the past 12
months. Statistics were calculated using the CPS-FSS weight so that the reported results are nationally representative. Categories may not add up to 100 due
to rounding.
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percent of low-income households report participating in the
free or reduced-price school lunch program. Of participants,
almost half are food insecure despite participating in the
program. Nine percent of low-income families with children
are food insecure but report receiving no subsidized school
lunch. Participation is similar but slightly more muted for the
school breakfast program.

of the FPL, so a portion of the low-income sample may
be ineligible for SNAP. Second, participation in safety net
programs appears to be systematically underreported in the
CPS (Meyer, Goerge, and Mittag 2014). With these caveats in
mind, one-sixth (16 percent) of low-income households were
food insecure but reported that they did not receive SNAP.

WIC has the lowest participation rate among the top four
nutrition programs, and the highest percentage of eligible
households reporting both food insecurity and no program
participation. This could be due in part to how WIC
participation is reported in the CPS, where respondents
are asked whether they received WIC in the past month; by
contrast, SNAP participation is reported for the past 12 months.

The fact that many children who receive benefits remain food
insecure does not imply that the programs are ineffective.
Families most in need of food assistance are most likely to
enroll in nutrition programs, but for some the additional
resources are still inadequate to end their food insecurity. For
example, school meals are available only when school is in
session, and food insecurity rates rise for children during the
summer when the benefits are not provided (see Fact 11).

Among households with annual incomes at or below 185
percent of the FPL, 44 percent report participating in SNAP.
This estimated participation rate may be understated for at
least two reasons. First, SNAP eligibility is typically limited
to households with monthly incomes at or below 130 percent

More troubling is the share of households that are food insecure
and eligible for nutrition programs but do not participate.
More work is needed to understand why this nonparticipation
occurs, and whether policies can improve take-up among the
population most at risk of food insecurity.
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10.

Increases in SNAP benefits coincided
with decreases in very low food security
among recipients.

Figure 10 shows changes in the rates of very low food security
and in the average per person monthly SNAP benefits from
year to year. In the immediate wake of the Great Recession,
the rate of very low food security increased for households
receiving SNAP. Among SNAP households with children,
very low food security increased by nearly 1 percentage point
in 2007 and 3 points in 2008 over the prior year’s level, while
monthly benefits levels went down by $2 and then up by $3.
However, in response to the Great Recession, ARRA
temporarily increased maximum SNAP benefit levels by 13.6
percent. Per person average monthly benefit levels increased
$25 from 2007 to 2008 and an additional $8 from 2008 to
2009 (in inflation-adjusted 2016 dollars). The ARRA benefit
increase coincided with the only substantial decreases in very

low food insecurity among households with children in the
past eight years. When benefit levels were at their highest and
the recession was at its peak, the incidence of very low food
security among SNAP-receiving households with children fell
to prerecession levels.
After the decline in rates of very low food security in 2009
and 2010 that coincided with a SNAP benefit increase, rates
of very low food security increased again when benefit levels
decreased in 2011 by $5 per month over the previous year.
By 2014 rates of very low food security were 4 percentage
points higher than they were in 2006. There were more
households with children participating in SNAP who had very
low food security in 2014 than there were at the end of the
recession in 2009.

FIGURE 10.

Change in the rate of very low food security and SNAP benefits year to year, 2006–14
The proportion of SNAP-receiving households with children that reported very low food security fell at the same
time that the stimulus program increased monthly SNAP benefits.
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Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics n.d.; CPS-FSS 2006–14; USDA 2016c.
Note: Dollar values in dashed boxes represent changes in average monthly SNAP benefits per person from the previous year, in constant 2016 dollars. Very
low food security is calculated for households with children that reported receiving SNAP benefits. Statistics were calculated using the CPS-FSS weight so
that the reported results are nationally representative.
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11.

Summer nutrition benefits can substantially
reduce very low food security.

Although the school meals programs serve as the front line of
defense against food insecurity for children, food insecurity
rises when students lose access to those programs during the
summer months (Nord and Romig 2006). To address this
problem, the USDA created an experimental pilot program
called the Summer Electronic Benefits Transfer for Children
(Summer EBT) to provide additional benefits during the
summer months that can be used at food stores (Collins et al.
2013). In 2012 USDA implemented a demonstration project
as a randomized trial to test the impact of a $60 per summer
month benefit—or about the combined monthly cost of a
student participating in the SBP and the NSLP.
The results of the pilot program show that additional benefits
caused a dramatic reduction in the share of households and
children that experienced food insecurity or very low food
security. In particular, the share of households reporting very

low food security over the summer declined by one third.
Furthermore, the share of children who directly experienced
very low food security also declined by a third. The broader
measure of food insecurity was also substantially reduced in
children by around 20 percent. The $60 per month Summer
EBT benefit also helped parents to provide their children
with healthier food options. Compared to the control
group that did not receive benefits, Summer EBT recipients
consumed a healthier diet, including 13 percent more fruits
and vegetables, 30 percent more whole grains, and 10 percent
more dairy products.
In a subsequent demonstration project the following summer,
USDA found that a smaller benefit of $30 per month had
nearly equal impacts on reducing hunger, but was less effective
at reducing the broader measure of food insecurity (Collins et
al. 2014).

FIGURE 11.

Impact of $60/Month Summer EBT Benefit on Food Security Measures
Summer food benefits (Summer Electronic Benefits Transfer for Children; Summer EBT) of $60 per capita caused a
more than 30 percent reduction in very low food security among households with children.
Very low food security
0

Children

Households

Food insecurity
Children

Households

Percent change

-5
-10
-15
-20
-25
-30
-35

Source: Collins et al. 2013.
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12.

Beyond food security, SNAP improves households’
financial well-being.

In addition to reducing food insecurity, SNAP participation
may also reduce households’ risk of suffering financial
hardships. Shaefer and Gutierrez (2013) use variation in statelevel policies that affect SNAP access to study the impact of
SNAP participation on a variety of outcomes. They find that
receiving SNAP reduces the likelihood of food insecurity by
13 percentage points.
SNAP also has spillover impacts on other aspects of families’
financial well-being. Households have more resources

available for other essential expenses, such as housing, utilities,
and medical bills. Shaefer and Gutierrez (2013) estimate that
SNAP participation reduces the risk of falling behind on rent or
mortgage payments by 7 percentage points and on utility bills
(gas, oil, and electricity) by 15 percentage points. Participants
are also less likely to experience medical hardship: SNAP
participation decreases the likelihood of forgoing a necessary
visit to a doctor or hospital by 9 percentage points.

FIGURE 12.

Impact of SNAP participation on food insecurity and other financial hardships
SNAP reduces food insecurity and diminishes other financial hardships.
Risk of falling behind on expenses including:

Percentage point reduction

0

Food insecurity

Housing

Utilities
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-4
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-12

-16

Source: Shaefer and Gutierrez 2013.
Note: Sample includes low-income households with children. Medical hardship is measured as whether the interviewee reported that in the past 12 months
someone in the household chose not to see a doctor or go to the hospital when needed because of cost.
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Technical Appendix

Measurement of Food Insecurity
In 1990 Congress passed the National Nutrition Monitoring
and Related Research Act, which mandated the development
of an instrument to measure the prevalence of food
insecurity and hunger in the United States. One product of
this mandate is the Food Security Supplement to the Current
Population Survey (CPS), which has asked the 18 questions
of the U.S. Food Security Survey Module annually since
1995. The essential characteristic that the food security scales
measure is whether households have access to sufficient
food to meet each person’s basic needs (Hamilton and Cook
1997). In 2006, an expert panel convened by the Committee
on National Statistics at the request of the USDA affirmed
the validity of the scale while making recommendations that
would improve the measurement of hunger (Wunderlich and
Norwood 2006).
In the CPS, food insecurity is reported at the household
level. Throughout this document, the definition of food
insecurity for a household is difficulty at some time during
the year providing enough food for all of its members due
to a lack of resources. Households that report three or more
conditions of food insecurity on the food security survey are
considered to be food insecure. A household is considered to
be food insecure if either an adult or child in the household
is food insecure. In addition to meeting the three-item bar,
households with very low food security must also report
that adults or children ate less than they felt that they should
and that adults or children cut the size of meals or skipped
meals in at least three months in the past year. Very low
food security households are defined as those households
where, at times during the year, the food intake of household
members was reduced and their normal eating patterns were
disrupted because the household lacked money and other
resources for food. A household is considered to have very
low food security if either an adult or child in the household
has very low food security. Food insecurity is inclusive of
very low food security.

Figures
Fact 1. In 2014 almost one in five households with
children were food-insecure.
Figure 1. Percent of all households and households with
children or seniors that were food insecure, 1998–2014
Sources: CPS-FSS 1998–2014.
Note: Households with children report at least one child
between the ages of 0 and 18 present and households with
seniors report at least one adult age 65 and over present.
Respondents that were asked alternative questions on the
food security module in 2007 were omitted from the analysis.

Fact 2. In nine states, one in four children lives
in a food-insecure household.
Figure 2. Percentage of children living in food-insecure
households by state, 2012–14 average
Sources: CPS-FSS December 2012–14.
Note: A child is between the ages of 0 and 18. All children
within a household were tagged as being food insecure if
the household was food insecure among adults or children.
To calculate the percent of children in each state that were
food insecure, the total number of food-insecure children
was divided by the total number of children. Because of
small sample sizes, annual rates of child food insecurity were
averaged over the time period 2012–14. This figure does not
use weighted estimates.

Fact 3. About 85 percent of food-insecure households
with children are headed by adults who work.
Figure 3. Family characteristics of food-insecure
households with children, 2014
Sources: CPS ASEC March 2015; CPS-FSS 2014.
Note: A household with a child is defined as having at
least one child between the ages of 0 and 18 and a potential
earner under the age of 65. An earner is one who reported
earnings greater than $0 in 2014 on the CPS ASEC March
2015. Data limitations prevent an analysis as to whether
reports of food insecurity and earnings coincide during
the 2014 calendar year.
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Fact 4. Households with a teenager are more likely to
experience very low food security.

Fact 7. The social safety net lifts tens of millions
of people out of poverty.

Figure 4. Food insecurity status of households with
teenagers and younger children

Figure 7. Number of people lifted out of poverty by
safety net programs in 2012

Source: CPS-FSS 2014.

Sources: Sherman and Trisi 2015; CBPP n.d.

Note: A food-insecure household with a child is a household
in which at least one child is food insecure. A household has
young children and no teenagers if there is at least one child
in the house and no child is over the age of 12. A household
with a teenager has a least one child between the ages of 13
and 18, and may include younger children.

Note: The calculations for the tax credits, SNAP, housing,
and SSI come from CBPP calculations using the Transfer
Income Model (TRIM3) that corrects for underreporting
of benefit receipt in the CPS ASEC March 2012. The
calculation for the National School Lunch Program (NLSP)
is unpublished from CBPP (n.d.). The supplemental poverty
measure (SPM) and not the federal poverty level is used.

Fact 5. Annual snapshots mask the extent of the food
insecurity problem.
Figure 5. Food security status in consecutive years
for households with children, 2008–14
Sources: CPS-FSS 2008–14.
Note: The population comprises CPS-FSS respondents
observed and matched in consecutive years who report
a child between the ages of 0 and 18 in the household
in either year. The matched sample is slightly different than
the overall sample used elsewhere in this document, with an
average rate of food insecurity that is about three percentage
points lower than the nationally representative sample over
this time period.

Fact 6. One third of food-insecure households have
annual incomes of at least two times the federal
poverty level.
Figure 6. Percent of households, by income-to-poverty
ratio, reporting food insecurity and very low food security
Sources: Census Bureau 2016; CPS ASEC 2015; CPS-FSS 2014.
Note: The population is households with children that
were observed in CPS-FSS in both December 2014
and March 2015, with one observation per household.
Food insecurity is inclusive of very low food security. A
household’s earned income is the sum of each household
member’s total pretax wage and salary income. Income
relative to the FPL is calculated for each household by
pretax personal income, family size, and family
composition using 2014 FPL thresholds.
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Fact 9. Nutrition programs vary in their reach
to low-income households.
Figure 9. Reported program participation and food
security status of low-income households
Source: CPS-FSS 2014.
Note: The population includes households that reported
income at or below 185 percent of the FPL for 2014 that
have children or categorically age-eligible children for the
nutrition programs. Food insecurity is inclusive of very low
food security. Participation in NSLP, SBP, and WIC were
reported for the past 30 days, and participation in SNAP as
well as food insecurity were reported for the past 12 months.
Households that did not report participating in NSLP were
included as not participating in SBP by survey design.

Fact 10. Increases in SNAP benefits coincided with
decreases in very low food security among recipients.
Figure 10. Change in the rate of very low food security
and SNAP benefits year to year, 2006–14
Sources: BLS n.d.; CPS-FSS 2005–14; USDA 2016c.
Note: The population is households with children that
reported receiving SNAP benefits. Per person spending is
adjusted to 2016 dollars. To calculate year-to-year changes,
the prior year’s rate of very low food security as well as per
person SNAP benefit was subtracted from the following
year’s rate and benefit level.
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Selected Hamilton Project Papers on the Safety Net
Policy Proposals on Reforming the Safety Net

Economic A na lysis

• “Strengthening SNAP for a More Food-Secure,
Healthy America”
Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach proposes five reforms
that could strengthen SNAP, including incentives for
participants to purchase healthier foods and
improvements to the benefit formula.

• “Hunger and the Important Role of SNAP as an
American Safety Net”
Melissa S. Kearney and Benjamin H. Harris analyze issues
critical to SNAP: food insecurity, obesity, and SNAP’s
function as an automatic stabilizer.

• “Supporting Low-Income Workers through Refundable
Child-Care Credits”
James P. Ziliak proposes converting the federal Child and
Dependent Care Credit from a nonrefundable tax credit to
a refundable one, capping eligibility at $70,000 and making
the credit a progressive function of income, the age of the
child, and utilization of licensed care facilities.

Economic Facts

• “Building on the Success of the Earned Income Tax Credit”
Hilary Hoynes proposes expanding the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) by raising the benefits for families with
one child to be on par with the benefits for families with
two children.
• “Encouraging Work Sharing to Reduce Unemployment”
Katharine G. Abraham and Susan N. Houseman propose
that the federal government subsidize state work-sharing
payments during economic downturns, make work sharing
a requirement for state unemployment insurance systems,
change federal requirements to modify provisions of
state worksharing plans that may discourage employer
participation, and provide states with adequate funding to
administer work-sharing programs.
• “An Evidence-Based Path to Disability Insurance Reform”
Jeffrey B. Liebman and Jack A. Smalligan propose three
early intervention demonstration projects to help people
with disabilities stay at or return to work and also propose
mandatory funding for initial eligibility determinations and
redeterminations so that the Social Security Administration
can perform more timely and thorough eligibility reviews,
thereby improving accuracy and reducing program costs.
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• “Fourteen Economic Facts on Education and
Economic Opportunity”
Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach, David Boddy,
Megan Mumford, and Greg Nantz
There are many factors at work in determining educational
outcomes; some of these are more easily addressed by policy
reforms than others, and not all can be addressed directly
within the K–12 education system. To illustrate the payoffs
from increasing educational attainment, the challenges
faced by our nation’s K–12 schools, and the promise of
targeted childhood interventions, The Hamilton Project
offers the following fourteen facts on education and
economic opportunity.
• “A Dozen Facts about America’s Struggling
Lower-Middle Class”
Melissa Kearney, Benjamin Harris, Elisa Jácome, and
Lucie Parker
Many American families whose incomes are not low enough
to officially place them in poverty live in economically
precarious situations. This struggling lower-middle class
consists of the 30 percent of working-age families with
children who have incomes between 100 and 250 percent of
the federal poverty level (FPL). These economic facts focus
on two key challenges facing lower-middle-class families:
food insecurity and the low return to work for families who
lose tax and transfer benefits as their earnings increase.
• “Thirteen Economic Facts about Social Mobility
and the Role of Education”
Michael Greenstone, Adam Looney, Jeremy Patashnik,
and Muxin Yu
In this set of economic facts, The Hamilton Project examines
the relationship between growing income inequality and
social mobility in America. These economic facts explore the
growing gap in educational opportunities and outcomes for
students based on family income and the great potential of
education to increase upward mobility for all Americans.
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Percentage of children living in food-insecure households by state, 2012–14 average
Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi have the highest rates of food insecurity, with almost 30 percent of children
living in a food-insecure household.
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Source: CPS December Food Security Supplement, 2012–14.
Note: Because of data variability due to the relatively small sample sizes available in a single year in each state, we take average food insecurity rates across a
three-year period, 2012-14.

Economic Facts:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

In 2014 almost one in five households with children
were food-insecure.
In nine states, one in four children lives in a
food-insecure household.
About 85 percent of food-insecure households
with children are headed by adults who work.
Households with a teenager are more likely to
experience very low food security.
Annual snapshots mask the extent of the food
insecurity problem.
One third of food-insecure households have annual
incomes of at least two times the federal poverty level.

social safety net lifts tens of millions of people
7. The
out of poverty.
8. SNAP investments have long-term payoffs.
programs vary in their reach to low9. Nutrition
income households.
in SNAP benefits coincided with decreases
10. Increases
in very low food security among recipients.
nutrition benefits can substantially reduce
11. Summer
very low food security.
food security, SNAP improves households’
12. Beyond
financial well-being.
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