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The harm to families, children, and 
society as a whole when SNAP benefits 
are reduced or eliminated too suddenly 
is multifaceted and far ranging.

The American Dream tells us that if we just work hard enough, no 
matter our origins, we can succeed. However, many low-income fam-
ilies in the United States would beg to differ. Their efforts to become 
self-sufficient through employment can trigger a reduction in or ter-
mination of their benefits, resulting in a net loss of income for their 
families. This problem is known as the “cliff effect.” (See “Combining 
Earnings with Public Supports: Cliff Effects in Massachusetts,” page 
4.) Some of the largest cliffs occur when housing and child care assis-
tance are lost.1 When a family has housing and/or child care benefits, 
costs for those necessities are a defined, affordable share of the family’s 
income, but they skyrocket when the family enters the private mar-
ket, where there are no controls on prices.

But the cliff effect also exists in the Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Pro-
gram). SNAP is an essential and effective program that helps people 
of all ages stay healthy and economically secure.2 Though the pro-
gram’s explicit goal is to improve food security (by providing consis-
tent, adequate access to enough food for an active, healthy life),3 it 
also acts as a work support, helping low-wage working households 
to stretch their dollar further.

SNAP eligibility is complex. The calculation involves de-
ducting a defined list of expenses from a household’s gross in-
come. One-third of the resulting net income is declared to be 
what the household has available for food. If that amount is less 
than the maximum SNAP benefit for their household size, the 
household receives the difference between the two. In this way, 
SNAP theoretically provides a smooth gradient for people to in-
crease their income and for SNAP to gradually reduce until the 
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How Is Food Insecurity  
Determined?

Food insecurity is measured by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s 18-question Food Security Survey 
Module (FSSM).

Household food insecurity: Three or more positive 
answers on the FSSM; inadequate access to enough 
nutritious food for all household members to lead an 
active and healthy life.

Child food insecurity: Two or more positive answers 
on the eight child questions of the FSSM; the most 
severe level of food insecu-
rity among households with 
children; occurs when children 
experience reductions in the 
quality and/or quantity of meals 
because caregivers can no lon-
ger buffer them from inadequate 
household food resources.
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household is no longer eligible. In practice, however, this does 
not necessarily happen, and the sharper cutoffs and reductions 
that families may experience have health implications, especially 
for families with children.

The Consequences of Reduced or Discontinued 
SNAP Benefits
We analyzed data from a sample of 21,781 low-income families 
with children under the age of four. Caregivers of young children 
were surveyed when they brought their children for care at emergen-
cy rooms and primary-care clinics in urban hospitals in five cities: 
Boston, MA; Baltimore, MD; Little Rock, AR; Minneapolis, MN; 
and Philadelphia, PA. In order to understand the impact that the 
cliff effect might have on young children and their families, we cre-
ated three analytic groups: (1) those who had consistently received 
SNAP over the past year, with no increase or decrease in benefits, 
(2) those who had increased their income over the past year and had 
a resulting reduction in their SNAP benefits, and (3) those who had 
increased their income over the past year and had had their benefits 
terminated as a result. Of the total sample, 10 percent of the families 
had experienced a reduction in their SNAP benefits and 14 percent 
had experienced a loss of their benefits.

These figures might seem to support the idea that the smooth 
gradient is working, reducing and eliminating benefits for those who 
have moved up economically. However, upon examination of health 
and hardship associations, a very different picture is painted. Before 
turning to the statistics, we should note that children in the first 
three years of life experience the most rapid brain and body growth 
of their childhood, and it is during these years that the trajectory 
of their future physical health and cognitive, motor, and socioemo-
tional capacities is established.4 Food insecurity in early childhood 
has been associated with increased odds of poor or fair (as opposed 
to good or excellent) child health, hospitalizations, iron-deficien-
cy anemia, and developmental risk.5 (See “How Is Food Insecurity 
Determined?”) Compared to young children whose families consis-
tently received SNAP, young children in households whose SNAP 
benefit had been reduced were

•	 36 percent more likely to be in fair or poor health,
•	 70 percent more likely to be at risk of developmental delays,
•	 55 percent more likely to be child food insecure, and
•	 12 percent more likely to have been hospitalized since birth.6

Compared to young children whose families consistently received 
SNAP, young children in households that lost their SNAP benefits 
were

•	 16 percent more likely to be in fair or poor health,
•	 77 percent more likely to be at risk of developmental delays,
•	 78 percent more likely to be child food insecure, and
•	 68 percent more likely to have had to forgo needed health care 

because the family could not afford it.

The reduction or loss of SNAP benefits also affected maternal 
health and family well-being by increasing the likelihood that the 

family would struggle to pay for food, heating and other utilities, 
and health care. Among households whose SNAP benefits had been 
reduced, we found the following:

•	 Mothers were 17 percent more likely to report symptoms of de-
pression and 30 percent more likely to be in fair or poor health.

•	 The family was 54 percent more likely to be household food in-
secure and 27 percent more likely to be struggling to afford heat 
and/or electricity.

•	 They were also 30 percent more likely to have a household mem-
ber who had had to forgo needed health care because they could 
not afford it.

Among households that had lost their SNAP benefits we found the 
following:

•	 The family was 34 percent more likely to be household food in-
secure.

•	 They were also 80 percent more likely to have paid for medical 
care but subsequently be unable to afford basic needs like food, 
housing, or utilities.

These findings highlight that basic needs in the family budget 
do not exist in isolation: a squeeze or loss in one area has ripple ef-
fects to other needs. Despite increased income, the families with 
reduced SNAP benefits or those who lost SNAP entirely were all 
impacted across an array of areas, some not directly related to the 
benefit itself. For example, the loss of SNAP can trigger the loss of 
benefits that are linked to participation in means-tested programs 
like SNAP—for example, loss of utility rate discounts. School-age 
children can also lose automatic certification for free school meals.

The research showed that whether benefits were lost or reduced, 
families experienced squeezed resources and were forced to make a 
devil’s choice between basic needs. Beyond the individual family an-
guish and hardship, these outcomes impact society at large. A recent 
analysis found that in 2014 alone the health-related costs of food 
insecurity were $160.07 billion.7

Policy implications: SNAP and Beyond 
Changes could be made to SNAP policy that would help provide 
a smoother off-ramp from participation in the program. They in-
clude changing some of the base assumptions governing how the 
SNAP benefit is calculated. For example, using a more updated and 
realistic market basket of foods (the current market basket was last 
updated in 2006)8 to drive the annual calculation of the maximum 
SNAP benefit would help by raising the financial value of the ben-
efit and thus giving the family a greater buffer as their income—and 
expected contribution to the food budget—increases. Removing the 
cap on how much families can deduct for housing would provide 
a more accurate accounting of families’ real expenses, especially in 
areas with high housing costs, like New England. Extending the 
medical deduction to more (or all) families would acknowledge that 
health care is a basic need that should be recognized for all fami-
lies, not just for disabled and elderly households. More broadly, we 
must value SNAP as a health program rather than simply as a food 
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assistance program. Eliminating asset limits and raising the SNAP 
income eligibility cutoff would help.

For families to reach self-sufficiency, they need a way to move be-
yond the yo-yo scenario of increased wages, loss of benefits, and slid-
ing backwards down the income ladder only to receive benefits again. 
The attainment of a livable wage is an important part of the solution 
to the various cliff effects, but policymakers must be careful to ensure 
that key supports, such as SNAP, that help low-income parents to 
protect the health and development of their children while the par-
ents work and/or study are not cut back or terminated before the fam-
ily is truly stable. Smoothing the exit, not just from SNAP but from 
benefits such as housing and child care assistance, is essential. Eligibil-
ity expansion and careful coordination across sectors are required to 
ensure that removing one cliff does not create another.

Stephanie Ettinger de Cuba is the research and policy director for 
Children’s HealthWatch. Contact her at sedc@bu.edu.
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Evidence shows that kids with strong cognitive 
and social foundations are better equipped 
to succeed in life and contribute to society 
at large.  But recognizing that not all children 
have the same opportunities to grow and 
develop, how can we set young people on a 
strong course?

The tenth biennial FRS Community 
Development Research Conference, Strong 
Foundations: The Economic Futures of Kids 
and Communities, will explore the interplay 
between the development of children and 
their communities. High-quality and emerging 
research from multiple disciplines will be 
presented in a dialogue with policymakers and 
practitioners. Featured speakers include Federal 
Reserve Chair Janet Yellen and former Harlem 
Children’s Zone CEO Geoffrey Canada.

Register soon, as space is limited!  For more 
information about this event or to register,  
go to:

www.minneapolisfed.org/community/
tenth-biennial-federal-reserve-system-
community-development-research-
conference	

Register Now!
Federal Reserve System

Community Development 
Research Conference

Washington, DC
March 23–24, 2017

Articles may be reprinted if Communities & Banking and the author are credited and the following 

disclaimer is used: “The views expressed are not necessarily those of the Federal Reserve Bank of 

Boston or the Federal Reserve System. Information about organizations and upcoming events is 

strictly informational and not an endorsement.”


