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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) provides millions of Americans with 
the means to purchase food for a nutritious diet. SNAP is the largest of the 15 domestic food and 
nutrition assistance programs administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS). This report describes the characteristics of SNAP households and 
participants nationwide in fiscal year 2010 (October 2009 through September 2010). It also presents 
an overview of SNAP eligibility requirements and benefit levels in fiscal year 2010. The appendices 
provide detailed tabulations of household and participant characteristics for the nation and by State, 
as well as a brief description of the sample design and the sampling error associated with the 
estimates presented in the report.  

SNAP Participation and Costs 

In an average month in fiscal year 2010, SNAP provided benefits to 40.3 million people living 
in over 18.6 million households across the United States. The total cost of the program in fiscal year 
2010 was $68.3 billion, $64.7 billion of which went to SNAP benefits and the remainder to program 
administration. The average monthly SNAP benefit for all participating households in fiscal year 
2010 was $290. 

Compared with fiscal year 2009, the total number of SNAP participants in fiscal year 2010 
increased by more than 20 percent while SNAP benefits increased by more than 28 percent. The 
continued growth in SNAP participation from 2009 to 2010 is likely attributable to the slow 
recovery from the recent economic recession, expansions in SNAP eligibility, and continued 
outreach efforts.  

The participant counts and benefit costs discussed in this section are based on FNS 
administrative records and thus differ slightly from estimates based on the SNAP Quality Control 
(SNAP QC) sample file (see Appendix D for an explanation of the differences). The remainder of 
this summary draws on data from the SNAP QC file. 

Characteristics of SNAP Households and Participants 

In fiscal year 2010, approximately 85 percent of all SNAP households lived in poverty, as 
measured by the federal poverty guideline issued by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) (Appendix C); 43 percent of all SNAP households had gross income less than or 
equal to half of the poverty guideline and received 55 percent of all benefits. With the value of 
SNAP benefits included as income, 13 percent of all SNAP households would move above the 
poverty guideline, and 16 percent would move from below to above half of the poverty guideline. 

Thirty percent of SNAP households had earned income, 21 percent received Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), 21 percent received Social Security income, and 8 percent received support 
from Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). The percentage of households with zero 
gross income continued to increase in fiscal year 2010, rising to nearly 20 percent from 8 percent in 
fiscal year 2000. 

Seventy-six percent of SNAP households included either a child or an elderly or disabled 
person, and these households received 84 percent of all benefits. Households with children received 
a relatively large average monthly SNAP benefit ($419), reflecting their larger household size. The 
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average household with children had 3.3 people compared with an average of 1.1 people for 
households without children. A majority (56 percent) of SNAP households with children were 
single-adult households. Eighteen percent of these single-adult households with children received 
cash benefits from TANF. Forty-eight percent of all SNAP households with children had earned 
income; 38 percent of single-adult households with children and 64 percent of married-head 
households with children had earned income. Three percent of all households with children had 
both TANF and earned income. 

Households with an elderly member received a relatively small average monthly SNAP benefit 
($144), reflecting their smaller-than-average size (1.3 people) and higher-than-average incomes 
compared with other SNAP participants. Eighty percent of SNAP households with an elderly 
member consisted of an elderly person living alone. These individuals received an average monthly 
benefit of $119 compared with an average monthly benefit of $248 for households with elderly 
people not living alone and $313 for households without any elderly people. 

In fiscal year 2010, 46 percent of all SNAP participants were nonelderly adults, and 8 percent 
were elderly. About 62 percent of nonelderly adults were women, as were 66 percent of elderly 
adults. Forty-seven percent of all participants were children, similar to the number of participating 
children in fiscal year 2009. About 66 percent of the children were school-age. 

The percentage of households with zero gross income continued its upward trend, growing 
from 18 percent in fiscal year 2009 to 20 percent in fiscal year 2010. The percentage of households 
with zero net income also increased, from 36 to 38 percent, and the percentage of households with 
earnings increased by one point to 30 percent. The percentage of households with TANF income 
continued to fall, dropping by two points to 8 percent in fiscal year 2010. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is a central component of the nation’s 
nutrition assistance safety net. SNAP’s stated purpose is ―to permit low-income households to 
obtain a more nutritious diet by increasing their purchasing power‖ (Food and Nutrition Act of 
2008, as amended, PL 95-113). SNAP is the largest of the 15 domestic food and nutrition assistance 
programs administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). 
According to FNS administrative records, during fiscal year 2010, SNAP served approximately 40.3 
million people in an average month at a total annual cost of $68.3 billion, $64.7 billion of which 
accounted for SNAP benefits.1 

Imposing relatively few nonfinancial categorical exclusion criteria, SNAP is the only low-
income assistance program available nationwide to essentially all financially needy households.2 It 
provides benefits electronically, and the benefits may be redeemed for eligible food items. As of 
September 30, 2010, 216,738 stores across the nation were authorized to accept SNAP benefits. 

Federal, State, and local governments share the costs and administration of SNAP. Congress 
authorizes the program and appropriates necessary funds. The Department of Agriculture 
establishes SNAP regulations under the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended. FNS 
administers SNAP nationally while State and local welfare agencies operate the program locally. The 
federal government fully funds SNAP benefits and cooperating agencies share administrative costs, 
with FNS paying about 50 percent of such costs. 

SNAP is available to most people who meet the income and resource standards set by Congress 
and thus serves a broad spectrum of the needy population. Using SNAP household data 
collected for quality control purposes, FNS sponsors this annual report describing the characteristics 
of the SNAP population (Appendix G lists report titles) and uses the data for additional analyses. 
This report presents a picture of households and individuals participating in SNAP in fiscal year 
2010. The remainder of this report draws on data for participating households eligible for SNAP 
under normal program rules and thus does not include information about those who received 
disaster assistance in fiscal year 2010 or ineligible households who were mistakenly issued benefits.3 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of SNAP, including the regulations used to determine eligibility 
and benefits, and the factors that affect program participation and costs, such as national economic 
trends. Chapter 3 describes the characteristics of individuals and households participating in SNAP 
in fiscal year 2010. Detailed national tables of SNAP household characteristics are presented in 
Appendix A and detailed State-by-State tables of SNAP household characteristics are presented in 
Appendix B. The fiscal year 2010 SNAP eligibility standards and maximum benefit amounts are 

                                                 
1 The total cost of SNAP in fiscal year 2010 included $3.6 billion in other costs, including the federal share of State 

administrative costs and employment and training programs, printing and processing, anti-fraud funding, and program 
evaluation.  

2 SNAP eligibility requirements include nonfinancial categorical exclusion criteria for certain groups. Most notably, 
some noncitizens were ineligible for SNAP in 2010. 

3 FNS coordinates with State, local, and volunteer organizations to provide food to those affected by storms, 
earthquakes, floods, or other disaster emergencies. About 156 thousand people received disaster assistance at some time 
in fiscal year 2010. 
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provided in Appendix C. Appendix D provides a detailed explanation and evaluation of the source 
and reliability of the estimates in this report, and the sampling error of the estimates are provided in 
Appendix E. The data collection instrument used to collect the SNAP Quality Control (SNAP QC) 
data, which forms the basis of this report, appears in Appendix F, and a list of the reports in this 
series for earlier years is in Appendix G. 
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CHAPTER 2: AN OVERVIEW OF THE SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE 
PROGRAM 

The characteristics of SNAP households and the level of SNAP participation change over time 
in response to legislative changes to SNAP and economic and demographic trends. This chapter 
explains SNAP eligibility requirements, application procedures, benefit computation, and benefit 
issuance. The chapter concludes with a summary of program participation and costs and a 
discussion on how the costs were related to the economy in fiscal year 2010. 

Program Eligibility Requirements 

The Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, establishes uniform national eligibility 
standards for SNAP. It defines a SNAP ―household‖; defines categories of households automatically 
eligible for benefits; and sets gross and net income limits, a resource limit, and various nonfinancial 
criteria. The legislation provides for exceptions to the eligibility criteria in certain high-cost areas, 
such as Alaska and Hawaii, and to certain individuals such as those who are categorically eligible, 
elderly or with disabilities.1 Furthermore, as discussed below, States have options to expand certain 
eligibility rules such as the resource threshold.  

The Household 

Under SNAP rules, a household is defined as individuals who share a residential unit and 
purchase and prepare food together. The income and countable resources of each household 
member are aggregated to determine eligibility and benefits. Individuals who live together in a 
residential unit but do not purchase and prepare food together may apply as separate household 
units; their income and countable resources are considered separately in eligibility and benefit 
determinations. People who are elderly and disabled and cannot purchase and prepare food because 
of a substantial disability may apply as a separate household as long as the gross monthly income of 
the remainder of their residential unit is less than 165 percent of the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) poverty guidelines.2 

Categorical Eligibility 

Certain households are categorically eligible for SNAP and therefore not subject to income or 
resource limits. A household is categorically eligible if all of its members receive Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), cash or in-kind Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), or General 
Assistance (GA). Benefits for these categorically-eligible households are determined under the same 
rules that apply to other eligible households. 

                                                 
1 Generally, a person is considered to be disabled for SNAP benefit purposes if he or she receives federal or State 

disability or blindness payments or other disability retirement benefits from a government agency under the Social 
Security Act, including Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security disability or blindness payments; receives 
an annuity under the Railroad Retirement Act and is eligible for Medicare or is considered to be disabled based on SSI 
rules; is a veteran who is totally disabled, permanently housebound, or in need of regular aid and attendance; or is 
permanently disabled and receiving veterans’ benefits as a surviving spouse or child of a veteran. 

2 The Secretary of HHS establishes the federal poverty guidelines annually for many assistance programs. See 
Appendix C for a list of the fiscal year 2009 SNAP poverty guidelines and a description of how they are determined. 
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 A broader interpretation of categorical eligibility rules implemented on November 21, 2000, 
requires States to confer categorical eligibility on families receiving or certified as eligible to receive 
benefits or services that are at least 50 percent funded by TANF or Maintenance of Effort (MOE) 
funds. States have the option of conferring categorical eligibility on families receiving or certified to 
receive benefits or services that are less than 50 percent funded by TANF/MOE. They may also 
confer categorical eligibility on households in which at least one member receives the benefit or 
service, although the State determines if the entire household benefits. If the purpose of the 
program conferring categorical eligibility is to prevent out-of-wedlock pregnancies or to foster or 
strengthen marriage, the household’s gross income must be under 200 percent of poverty. However, 
if the purpose of the program is to assist needy families and reduce their dependency, no additional 
SNAP means test beyond that already used for TANF/MOE is required.  

By the end of fiscal year 2010, 39 States had adopted broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE) 
policies that confer categorical SNAP eligibility on all households authorized to receive a 
TANF/MOE-funded noncash benefit. In such States, households meeting the State-determined 
eligibility criteria for the TANF/MOE-funded noncash benefit are also eligible for SNAP benefits 
and thus are exempt from the SNAP asset or income tests. The noncash benefit usually takes the 
form of an informational brochure or handout targeted to virtually all households applying for 
SNAP benefits. States have flexibility in setting the criteria for receiving the TANF-/MOE-funded 
noncash benefit, but most apply only a gross income eligibility limit, generally between 130 and 200 
percent of SNAP poverty guidelines. Twenty-nine States had BBCE policies in effect throughout all 
of fiscal year 2010, while 10 States established BBCE policies after the start of the fiscal year. Three 
of the 39 BBCE States had policies that applied only to households with children. In States without 
BBCE, only households participating in a more narrowly targeted TANF-funded program could be 
authorized to receive the TANF/MOE-funded benefit conferring categorical eligibility. 

Income Eligibility Standards 

Monthly income is the most important determinant of a household’s SNAP eligibility. 
Households that are not categorically eligible must meet two income eligibility standards: a gross 
income standard and a net income standard.3 

As defined in the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, gross income includes most 
cash income (with the exception of specific types of income such as loans) and excludes most 
noncash income, or in-kind benefits. To be eligible for SNAP, a household that is not categorically 
eligible and does not include an elderly or disabled member must have a monthly gross income that 
is at or below 130 percent of the poverty guideline ($2,389 for a family of four in the contiguous 
United States in fiscal year 2010). Households with elderly or disabled members are not subject to 
the gross income standard. Net income is determined by subtracting deductions permitted under 
SNAP from monthly gross income. SNAP deducts the following from a household’s gross monthly 
income to arrive at net monthly income:4 

                                                 
3 Individuals participating in the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP) or an SSI Combined Application 

Project (SSI-CAP) are subject to different eligibility and benefit determination rules, as described later in this chapter.  

4 There is a distinction between a household’s deduction entitlement and the amount used to compute SNAP 
benefits. The entitlement is the deduction that a household receives if the total of allowable deductions is less than the 
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 Standard Deduction. Households receive a standard deduction based on location and 
household size. A household with one to three members in the contiguous United States 
received $141 in fiscal year 2010; larger households received a larger standard deduction. 
The standard deduction for outlying States and territories varies with price differences 
between such areas and the contiguous United States (Appendix C). The standard 
deductions are indexed annually to inflation. 

 Earned Income Deduction. Households with earnings receive a deduction equal to 20 
percent of the combined earnings of household members. 

 Dependent Care Deduction. Households with dependents receive a deduction for out-
of-pocket costs incurred for the care of children and other dependents while other 
household members work, seek employment, or attend school. The 2008 Farm Bill 
eliminated the cap on the dependent care deduction October 1, 2009. 

 Medical Deduction. A medical deduction is available only to households with elderly 
or disabled members. In most States, such households may deduct combined out-of-
pocket medical costs exceeding $35 that are incurred on behalf of elderly or disabled 
household members. Seven States have implemented medical deduction demonstration 
programs that use standard deduction amounts for households with medical expenses 
below a specified limit.5 Medical expenses reimbursed by insurance or government 
programs are not deductible in any State. 

 Child Support Payment Deduction. Households may deduct legally obligated child 
support payments made to or for a non-household member. States may choose to 
exclude child support payments from gross income rather than use the deduction.  

 Excess Shelter Expense Deduction. A household is entitled to a deduction equal to 
shelter costs (such as rent, mortgage payments, utility bills, property taxes, and insurance) 
that exceed 50 percent of its countable income after all other potential deductions are 
subtracted from gross income. The limit on the excess shelter expense deduction in the 
contiguous United States for households without elderly or disabled members was $459 
in fiscal year 2010. The amount is indexed to inflation. Households with elderly or 
disabled members are entitled to subtract the full value of shelter costs that exceed 50 
percent of their adjusted income. The limit on the excess shelter expense deduction for 
outlying States and territories varies with price differences between such areas and the 
contiguous United States (Appendix C). Some States also allow homeless households a 
deduction of up to $143 for shelter costs.  

To be eligible for SNAP, a household must have net monthly income at or below 100 percent 
of the poverty guidelines ($1,838 for a family of four in the contiguous United States in fiscal year 
2010). Categorically eligible households are not subject to the net income limit. The gross and net 

                                                 
(continued) 
household’s gross income. Because net income may not be less than zero, households with total deductions greater than 
their gross income may claim only a portion of their deduction entitlement. 

5 For detailed information on these demonstrations, see Technical Documentation for the Fiscal Year 2010 SNAP QC 
Database and QC Minimodel. 
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income eligibility standards vary by household size and for residents of Alaska and Hawaii 
(Appendix C). 

Resources 

Another important determinant of SNAP eligibility is a household’s resources. Households that 
are not categorically eligible are permitted up to $2,000 in countable resources or $3,000 in 
countable resources if at least one household member is elderly or disabled.6 As stipulated in the 
2008 Farm Bill, the resource limits in future years will be indexed to inflation, rounded to the nearest 
$250 increment each fiscal year. Countable resources include cash, resources easily converted to cash 
(such as money in checking or savings accounts, savings certificates, stocks or bonds, or lump-sum 
payments), and some nonliquid resources, such as certain vehicles.7 However, some types of 
property are not counted, such as family homes, tools of a trade, or business property used to earn 
income. Effective October 1, 2008, all retirement and educational savings accounts were excluded. 
Most categorically eligible households are not subject to SNAP resource limits. 

Regulations implemented in January 2001 exclude from the resource test any vehicle with equity 
below $1,500. In addition, the regulations exempt from the equity test one vehicle per adult in the 
household as well as any vehicles used by a teenager to drive to work or school.8 For vehicles 
exempt from the equity test but not entirely excluded from the resource test, any fair market value 
exceeding $4,650 is counted toward the resource limit. For any remaining vehicles, the higher of 
either any fair market value in excess of $4,650 or any equity is counted.  

In addition, the fiscal year 2001 Agricultural Appropriations Act (enacted in September 2000 
and effective July 1, 2001) allowed States to use TANF vehicle rules in place of SNAP rules if the 
TANF rules were more generous. By September 2010, 46 States had adopted policies excluding the 
value of all vehicles from the resource test.9 Other States adopted policies excluding the value of one 
vehicle per adult or per household or increasing the allowable value of one or more vehicles. These 
changes were intended to make it easier for low-income workers to keep a vehicle and still receive 
SNAP benefits. 

Nonfinancial Eligibility Standards 

The program’s nonfinancial eligibility standards restrict the participation of students, strikers, 
people who are institutionalized, fleeing felons, drug felons, unauthorized immigrants, 
nonimmigrant visitors to the United States, and some lawful permanent resident noncitizens. In 
addition, nondisabled nonelderly adults living in households without dependents are usually subject 
to work registration requirements and time limits on benefit receipt. The American Recovery and 

                                                 
6 Some States have implemented higher resource limits by matching the eligibility rules of other assistance 

programs, such as TANF. 

7 Vehicles used as a home, to produce income, to transport fuel or water, or to transport disabled people are 
exempt from the resource test. 

8 The equity test counts all equity—fair market value minus remaining liens—of the vehicle. 

9 In 25 of these States, almost all participating households were certified eligible for a TANF-/MOE-funded 
benefit that conferred categorical eligibility (Table B.15). 
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Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) allowed States to suspend the time limits on benefit receipt from 
April 2009 through September 2010 for those not meeting work requirements. 

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) 
severely limited SNAP eligibility for legal noncitizens.10 The 2002 Farm Security and Rural 
Investment Act restored SNAP benefits to the following groups of legal noncitizens, provided that 
they meet SNAP’s other eligibility requirements:11 

 Noncitizens who receive disability benefits, effective October 1, 2002 

 Noncitizens who have lived legally in the United States for five years or more, effective 
April 1, 2003 

 Noncitizens under age 18, regardless of date of entry, effective October 1, 2003 

Those admitted as refugees and those granted asylum or a stay of deportation are eligible for 
SNAP benefits with no length-of-residency requirements. 

Before April 1, 2009, nondisabled nonelderly adults living in households without children could 
receive benefits only if they worked or participated in work-related activities. With certain 
exceptions, those who did not meet these work requirements were restricted to 3 months of SNAP 
benefits in any 36-month period.12 Participants age 18 to 49 were subject to these provisions unless 
they were in one of the following categories: 

 People who were disabled 

 People who were mentally or physically unfit for employment 

 Pregnant women 

 People needed in the home to care for an ill or incapacitated person 

 Relatives or other caretakers of dependent children 

Participants not in any of the above categories were subject to benefit time limits unless they 
met work registration requirements by: 

 Working at least 20 hours per week 

 Complying with work requirements under another public assistance or work program 

 Participating in a drug or alcohol rehabilitation program 

                                                 
10 Unauthorized immigrants have never been eligible for SNAP. 

11 PRWORA exempts from the five-year residency requirement members of the U.S. Armed Forces, veterans, and 
dependents of service members and veterans. Other legal noncitizens may qualify for benefits without meeting the five-
year residency requirement by attaining 40 qualifying quarters of work, including work attained by the applicant’s spouse 
or parents (if the work was attained when the applicant was married to the spouse or a minor child of the parent). 

12 These nondisabled nonelderly adults living in households without children could be exempt from the work 
requirements if they lived in a waiver area (e.g., because of a high unemployment rate) or had been granted a 
discretionary exemption (limited to 15 percent of the caseload) by the State.  
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 Participating in a work experience program 

The provisions in ARRA allowed states to suspend the time limit on benefits for nondisabled 
adults without dependents from April 1, 2009 through September 30, 2010. 

Application Procedures 

When a household applies for SNAP benefits, State agencies are required to conduct a face-to-
face interview at initial certification and at least once every 12 months thereafter. Most applicants 
appear in person at their local SNAP office, although elderly or disabled individuals and those with 
transportation problems may be interviewed by telephone or at home. As of November 2010, 47 
States were granted waivers, either statewide or for select regions, of the requirement that 
households receive a face-to-face interview. These States instead provide the option of a telephone 
interview, either at initial certification, recertification, or both. Also as of November 2010, 25 States 
offered statewide online applications and 4 more offered online applications in parts of the State. All 
States must allow individuals to apply for SNAP benefits when they apply for TANF or SSI benefits. 

The Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, requires local offices to process applications 
for SNAP benefits within 30 days of receipt. However, applications from households with an 
extremely low income or a low level of resources must be processed more quickly under the 
expedited SNAP eligibility verification procedures, allowing people to receive SNAP benefits within 
7 days of application. Those eligible for expedited service include (1) migrant or seasonal farm 
workers with countable resources equal to or less than $100 and (2) households with gross income 
equal to or less than $150 and countable resources equal to or less than $100. 

SNAP participants are required to appear periodically at their local SNAP office or to 
participate in a telephone interview for recertification. The certification period varies with the 
likelihood of a change in a SNAP household’s financial circumstances. The certification period may 
be as long as 24 months for households with elderly members and 36 months for households 
participating in SSI Combined Application Project demonstrations or Alabama’s Elderly Simplified 
Application demonstration.13 In fiscal year 2010, SNAP households were certified for benefits for an 
average of 12 months. 

Benefit Computation 

After a household is certified for SNAP, its monthly SNAP benefit is computed on the basis of 
its net monthly income, the benefit reduction rate, and the maximum SNAP benefit for its 
household size and location. The maximum benefit to which a household is entitled is based on the 
previous June cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) for a family of four, adjusted for household size 
and for geographic areas outside the contiguous United States. The cost of the TFP is based on an 
economical and nutritious diet, adjusted for household size and composition. Maximum benefits are 
generally revised annually to reflect changes in the cost of foods in the TFP.  

                                                 
13 Alabama has a 36 month certification period for households qualifying for SNAP through the Elderly Simplified 

Application Project. 
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As specified in the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, the maximum benefit was 
113.6 percent of the June 2008 TFP in fiscal year 2010. The maximum monthly benefit for a family 
of four in the contiguous United States was $668 (Appendix C).   

The benefit reduction rate is the rate at which benefits are reduced for every additional dollar of 
net income. The benefit reduction rate is 30 percent, reflecting the assumption that a household will 
spend 30 percent of its net income on food and that SNAP will provide the difference between that 
amount and the maximum benefit. Thus, benefits are reduced by 30 cents for every additional dollar 
of net income. 

A household’s monthly SNAP benefit is computed by subtracting 30 percent of its net income 
from the maximum benefit. If a household has zero net income (that is, its deductable expenses 
equal or exceed its gross income), it receives the maximum SNAP benefit. For new participants, 
benefits are prorated for the first month. All eligible one- and two-person households are guaranteed 
a minimum benefit, except during the initial month of participation. The 2008 Farm Bill increased 
the minimum benefit for one- and two-person households in October 2008 from $10 to 8 percent 
of the maximum benefit for a one-person household. In fiscal year 2010, the minimum benefit for 
one- and two-person households in the contiguous United States was $16.14 

SSI-CAP and MFIP Households 

Through their participation in the SSI Combined Application Project (SSI-CAP), some 
households with SSI benefits receive SNAP benefits that are subject to a method of computation 
that differs from that applicable to other SNAP households. SSI-CAP is a joint FNS-Social Security 
Administration (SSA) and State project that streamlines the SNAP application process for certain 
households eligible for SSI (also making them categorically eligible for SNAP). By the end of fiscal 
year 2010, 18 States were operating SSI-CAP demonstrations: Arizona, Florida, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Mississippi, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, 
North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Virginia, and Washington. In 
most cases, SSI-CAP is limited to one-person elderly households receiving SSI and with no earned 
income.15 In 15 of the States (Arizona, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Mississippi, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, 
Texas, and Virginia), SSI-CAP households receive a standard SNAP benefit based on whether the 
State categorizes them as having ―high‖ or ―low‖ shelter expenses, as determined by the State. In 3 
of the States (Florida, Massachusetts, and Washington), SSI-CAP households receive a SNAP 
benefit based on gross income, the standard deduction, a standard utility allowance, and a 
standardized ―high‖ or ―low‖ shelter expense deduction. SSI-CAP households are not subject to any 
other income deductions. 

                                                 
14 Table C.6 presents minimum benefit values for the other states and territories for fiscal year 2010. 

15 In Florida, Massachusetts, and Washington, a household must have no earned income in order to enter the 
program but, once enrolled, may have earned income for up to three months and remain eligible. In Kentucky, New 
York, North Carolina, South Dakota and Texas, a household may have earned income and still be eligible for SSI-CAP 
benefits. In Kentucky and South Dakota, married couples may also be eligible for SSI-CAP benefits, but each individual 
must meet the eligibility criteria to be treated as a member of the same household, and in Texas, married couples may 
participate but are treated as separate households. 
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Under the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP), Minnesota households that receive 
TANF are subject to a method of benefit computation that differs from that for other SNAP 
households. MFIP participants’ SNAP benefit is calculated at the same time as the cash assistance 
benefit by subtracting total income from an income threshold that is based on family size and that is 
higher for families with earnings. If the difference between total income and the threshold is greater 
than the maximum benefit set by Minnesota, the family receives the full food portion of its benefit, 
and possibly an additional cash benefit. As a family’s income rises, the cash portion of the benefit is 
reduced before the food portion of the benefit is reduced. Families with income closer to the 
income threshold may not receive a cash benefit and may receive a smaller food benefit as well. 
MFIP participants are credited with a 37 percent earnings deduction but are not subject to other 
income deductions. 

SNAP Benefit Issuance  

In fiscal year 2010, as in previous years, all 50 States, the District of Columbia, Guam, and the 
U.S. Virgin Islands operated Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) systems. All EBT systems were 
online and permitted participants to receive a ―debit‖ card, similar to a bank card, for use in 
purchasing food at authorized retail stores. A household’s monthly benefit is electronically 
transferred to an account created specifically for SNAP benefits. The amount of a purchase is 
debited from the account at the time of the transaction. 

Program Changes Since the Previous Fiscal Year 

In fiscal year 2010, Maryland, New Mexico and South Dakota implemented SSI-CAP 
demonstrations, but SSI-CAP participation in these States remained low through the end of the 
fiscal year. Nine States (Alabama, Florida, Illinois, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Jersey, 
New Mexico and North Carolina) and the District of Columbia adopted first-time BBCE policies 
during fiscal year 2010 while Maine and Montana altered rules for existing BBCE policies. 

SNAP Participation and Costs 

After declining slowly from 1985 through 1989, the number of SNAP participants grew 
substantially during the early 1990s. As illustrated in Figure 2.1, the number increased by 37 percent 
from fiscal year 1990 to fiscal year 1994. After peaking at 28.0 million in March 1994, the number of 
eligible SNAP participants declined steadily through 2000 but began to rise in 2001 and increased 
each year through 2010. The increase was particularly large from fiscal year 2009 to fiscal year 2010. 
Participation increased from 17.1 million households in fiscal year 2000 to 32.9 million in fiscal year 
2009 and then to 39.8 million in fiscal year 2010.16 

The increase in SNAP participants since 2001 coincided with expansions in SNAP eligibility, 
such as the relaxation of vehicle rules, the restoration of eligibility for many legal noncitizens, and 
the expansions in categorical eligibility as well as outreach efforts promoted by FNS. From 2001 to 
2003, the increase also coincided with a rise in the unemployment rate and a weakening economy 
(Table 2.1). From 2004 to 2006, even though the economy improved, participation continued to 
grow as eligibility expanded. In particular, on October 1, 2003, all legal immigrant children became 
eligible for SNAP. In addition, States continued to relax vehicle rules and expand categorical 
                                                 

16 The number of SNAP participants continued to rise during fiscal year 2011, reaching 45.2 million in June 2011. 
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eligibility. From 2007 to 2010, participation continued to grow as the economy weakened and the 
unemployment rate began to rise again. At the same time, two other factors that likely contributed to 
the sizeable rise in participation were the increase in maximum benefit allotments under ARRA in 
April 2009 and the increase in the number of States adopting BBCE policies. The percentage of 
eligible individuals choosing to participate in SNAP also rose from 54.1 percent in fiscal year 2002 to 
72.2 percent in fiscal year 2009.17 

Total SNAP costs increased from $53.6 billion in fiscal year 2009 to $68.3 billion in fiscal year 
2010, largely as a result of the increase in SNAP participants and the annual increase in maximum 
allotments, which were driven by the increase in the TFP. 

 

   

                                                 
17 See U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Research and Analysis. Trends in 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Participation Rates: 2002 to 2009. Participation rates for fiscal year 2010 will be 
available in spring 2012. 
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CHAPTER 3: CHARACTERISTICS OF SNAP 
HOUSEHOLDS AND PARTICIPANTS 

SNAP serves the nutritional needs of a broad spectrum of low-income Americans.1 In an 
average month in fiscal year 2010, SNAP provided benefits to 39.8 million people living in 18.4 
million households.2 The vast majority of SNAP households (85 percent) lived in poverty, according 
to the federal poverty guidelines for program eligibility in fiscal year 2010. Most SNAP households 
(76 percent) included a child (under age 18), an elderly person (age 60 and over), or a disabled 
nonelderly person. The average SNAP household received a monthly benefit of $287, had gross 
monthly income of $731, net monthly income of $336, and was entitled to a total deduction of $491 
per month.3,4 The average household size was 2.2 people.  

This chapter discusses the composition and economic status of SNAP households, the 
characteristics of SNAP participants, and the changes in the characteristics of SNAP households 
from fiscal year 2009 to fiscal year 2010. Tables 3.1 and 3.2 show the poverty status of participants 
and the effect of SNAP benefits on poverty among participating households; Tables 3.3 and 3.4 
present sources of income and average monthly income, benefit, and unit size by household 
composition; Table 3.5 depicts the demographic characteristics of participants; and Table 3.6 
compares the change in constant 2010 dollars since 2009 in average income, deductions, and 
benefits for participating households.  

The Poverty Status of SNAP Households5 

SNAP provides benefits to households in need. In fiscal year 2010, the gross monthly income 
of 85 percent of SNAP households was less than or equal to 100 percent of the federal poverty 
guideline (Table 3.1).6 The gross monthly income of 62 percent of all SNAP households was less 
                                                 

1 The information in this chapter and the estimates in Appendices A and B are based on a sample of 52,289 
households that participated in SNAP in fiscal year 2010. The sample was drawn from SNAP households in the 50 
States, the District of Columbia, Guam, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. Households in Puerto Rico and the Northern 
Mariana Islands were not included in the sample because Puerto Rico operates its own Nutritional Assistance Program, 
which replaced SNAP in July 1982, and the Northern Mariana Islands participates in another block grant program 
instead of SNAP. 

2 The estimates of 39.8 million participants and 18.4 million households differ slightly from the number of SNAP 
participants and households in FNS administrative records (40.3 million people and 18.6 million households) because 
the sample estimate is adjusted to exclude receipt of benefits by ineligible households and those receiving disaster 
assistance. These adjustments also affect household average monthly benefits, which are $287 in the SNAP QC data 
compared with $290 in FNS administrative records (Appendix D provides details). 

3 Given that net income is not used in benefit determination for households participating in MFIP and households 
participating in an SSI-CAP program with a standardized benefit, the average monthly net income estimate excludes 
these households. 

4 The average total deduction estimate reflects the entire deduction to which households are entitled. Given that 
households may not deduct more than their gross income, the estimate is greater than households’ average deduction. 
With deductions not used in their benefit determination, SSI-CAP households with standardized benefits are excluded 
from the estimate. 

5 For more detailed information on the economic status of SNAP households, see Appendix Tables A.3 through 
A.8. 

6 See Appendix Table C-1 for the poverty guidelines. 
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than or equal to 75 percent of the poverty guideline (Table A.3), and the income of 43 percent of all 
SNAP households was less than or equal to 50 percent of the guideline. The average household had 
income that was 57 percent of poverty (Table A.27). 

SNAP effectively targets benefits to the neediest households; poorer households receive greater 
SNAP benefits than do households with more income. The 43 percent of all SNAP households with 
gross monthly income less than or equal to 50 percent of the poverty guideline in fiscal year 2010 
received 55 percent of all benefits. In contrast, the 15 percent of households with a gross monthly 
income over the poverty guideline received only 7 percent of all benefits (Table A.1). 

The impact of SNAP benefits on a household’s purchasing power is estimated by adding the 
dollar value of the benefits to a household’s income and then examining the distribution of 
households by poverty status.7 As shown in Table 3.2, the combination of cash and SNAP benefits 
yields a substantially different distribution of SNAP households by poverty status. Specifically, when 
SNAP benefits are included in gross income, the resulting increase in the income of SNAP 
households was sufficient to move 13 percent of participating households above the poverty 
guideline. SNAP benefits had an even greater impact on the poorest SNAP households, moving 16 
percent above 50 percent of the poverty guideline. 

Households with Special Needs8 

SNAP effectively serves many households that include people with special needs—children, 
elderly, and disabled people. In fiscal year 2010, 76 percent of all SNAP households included a child, 
an elderly person, or a disabled nonelderly person. These households received 84 percent of all 
SNAP benefits (Table A.14). 

                                                 
7 This comparison assumes that program participants value their SNAP benefits at face value. 

8 See Appendix Tables A.3, A.6, A.8, A.11, A.12, A.14, A.15, A.16, A.17, A.18, A.19, A.21, A.22, and  
A.23 for more details on these households.  
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Table 3.1. Distribution of Households and Their Benefits by Countable Income as a Percentage of 
Poverty Guideline, Fiscal Year 2010 

Gross Income as a Percentage of 
Poverty Guidelinea 

Percentage of: 

All Households All Benefits 

Total ........................................................  100.0 100.0 

25% or less ....................................  29.0 33.8 

26 50% .........................................  14.2 21.6 

51 75% .........................................  19.1 20.5 

76 100% .......................................  23.0 16.6 

101 130% .....................................  11.2 6.4 

131% or more ................................  3.5 1.0 

 
Source: Fiscal year 2010 SNAP QC sample. 

a Defined as the fiscal year 2010 SNAP net income screen (Appendix C). 

 

 

 

Table 3.2. Effect of SNAP Benefits on the Poverty Status of SNAP Households, Fiscal Year 2010 

Gross Income as a Percentage 
of Poverty Guidelinea 

Distribution of Households in 
Relation to Poverty Guideline 

Difference in 
Percentage Points Based on Cash Only 

Based on Cash and 
SNAP Benefitsb 

Total .....................................................  100% 100% 0.0 

50% or less .................................  43.2 27.1 -16.1 

51 100% ....................................  42.1 45.2 3.1 

101% or more .............................  14.7 27.7 13.0 

 
Source: Fiscal year 2010 SNAP QC sample. 

a Defined as the fiscal year 2010 SNAP net income screen (Appendix C). 

b Estimates may not add to 100 percent due to rounding. 
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Households with Children 

In each month of fiscal year 2010, SNAP served approximately 8.9 million households with 
children, representing 49 percent of all SNAP households. Households with children and earnings 
constituted 78 percent of all SNAP households with earnings (Table 3.3). Sixteen percent of all 
households with children received TANF cash benefits, and 3 percent received a combination of 
TANF and earnings (Table A.6). Compared with other SNAP households, those with children 
received a relatively high average SNAP benefit of $419 per month (Table 3.4), indicating that the 
average household size among SNAP households with children (3.3 people) was larger than the 
average household size among all SNAP households (2.2 people). 

In fiscal year 2010, single adults (usually a female) headed more than half (56 percent) of all 
SNAP households with children, accounting for 27 percent of all SNAP households (Table A.14). 
Approximately 9 percent of all SNAP households included a married head of household and 
children, accounting for 19 percent of all SNAP households with children. 

Of the 5 million single-adult SNAP households with children, about 896,000 (18 percent) 
received TANF, nearly 1.9 million (38 percent) had earnings, and over 600,000 (12 percent) received 
SSI. Of the 1.7 million married-head households with children, 1.1 million (64 percent) had earned 
income and 145,000 (9 percent) received TANF (Table 3.3). 

The characteristics of married-head households with children varied considerably from those of 
single-adult households with children. The average monthly SNAP benefit for single-adult 
households with children was lower than that of married-head households with children ($401 
versus $493) because of the smaller size of single-adult households (Table 3.4). However, the benefit 
per capita was higher for people in single-adult households with children than for people in married-
head households with children ($134 versus $112), largely because single-adult households were 
poorer. Single-adult households with children had a substantially lower gross monthly income than 
married-head households with children ($811 versus $1,354). 

Among all households with children, 1.7 million (19 percent) received child support and 1.1 
million (12 percent) had no countable income (Table A.6). 

Households with Elderly Individuals 

In each month of fiscal year 2010, SNAP served an average of nearly 2.9 million households 
with elderly individuals (age 60 and over), representing almost 16 percent of all SNAP households 
(Table 3.3). These households received an average SNAP benefit of $144 per month and had an 
average household size of 1.3 people (Table 3.4). 

Elderly people who received SNAP benefits tended to live alone and thus received relatively 
small benefit amounts. In fiscal year 2010, 80 percent of all SNAP households with elderly members 
were single-person households (Table 3.3); they received an average SNAP benefit of $119 per 
month, compared to $198 for multi-person households with only elderly people and $285 for multi-
person households with both elderly and nonelderly people (Table A.15). In households without 
elderly members, the average SNAP benefit was $313 (Table A.2). The average size of households 
with elderly people not living alone was 2.4 people. 

 



Table 3.3.  Household Composition and Selected Characteristics of Participating Households, Fiscal Year 2010

Households With:

All Households Households With Countable:

Number
(000)

Percent
Earned Income

Zero Gross
Income

Social Security TANF
General

Assistance
SSI

Number
(000)

Percent Number
(000)

Percent Number
(000)

Percent Number
(000)

Percent Number
(000)

Percent Number
(000)

Percent

Totala ..................................... 18,369 100.0 5,498 100.0 3,627 100.0 3,933 100.0 1,471 100.0 746 100.0 3,841 100.0

Children ............................... 8,947 48.7 4,273 77.7 1,105 30.5 789 20.1 1,427 97.0 149 19.9 1,017 26.5
  Single-Adult Household ..... 4,996 27.2 1,914 34.8 716 19.7 450 11.4 896 60.9 96 12.9 606 15.8
  Multiple-Adult Household .. 2,732 14.9 1,648 30.0 241 6.7 313 8.0 287 19.5 29 3.8 371 9.7
     Married Head Household 1,702 9.3 1,097 19.9 156 4.3 169 4.3 145 9.9 15 2.0 185 4.8
     Other Multiple-Adult

Household ....................... 1,030 5.6 551 10.0 85 2.3 144 3.7 142 9.7 13 1.8 186 4.8
  Children Only ..................... 1,219 6.6 711 12.9 148 4.1 26 0.7 244 16.6 24 3.2 40 1.0

Elderly Individuals ............. 2,852 15.5 157 2.8 170 4.7 1,908 48.5 30 2.0 128 17.2 1,315 34.2
  Living Alone ....................... 2,286 12.4 77 1.4 159 4.4 1,539 39.1 0 0.0 97 13.0 1,052 27.4
  Not Living Alone ................ 567 3.1 80 1.5 11 0.3 369 9.4 30 2.0 31 4.1 263 6.9

Disabled Nonelderly
Individualsb .................... 3,633 19.8 362 6.6 1 0.0 1,777 45.2 255 17.3 141 18.9 2,576 67.1

  Living Alone ....................... 2,125 11.6 79 1.4 1 0.0 1,142 29.0 2 0.1 74 10.0 1,403 36.5
  Not Living Alone ................ 1,509 8.2 283 5.1 – – 635 16.2 253 17.2 67 9.0 1,173 30.5

Other Householdsc .............. 4,342 23.6 996 18.1 2,353 64.9 41 1.0 34 2.3 392 52.6 0 0.0
  Single-Person Household .... 3,927 21.4 782 14.2 2,252 62.1 32 0.8 30 2.0 379 50.9 0 0.0
  Multi-Person Household ..... 415 2.3 214 3.9 100 2.8 9 0.2 4 0.3 13 1.7 – –

Single-Person Households .. 8,751 47.6 1,160 21.1 2,471 68.1 2,721 69.2 129 8.8 560 75.1 2,457 64.0

    Source:  Fiscal Year 2010 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Quality Control sample.

a The sums of the household types do not match the numbers in the "Total" row because a household can have more than one of the characteristics.

b Due to changes in the SNAP QC data, the definition of disabled changed in 2003. Beginning with the 2003 report, we are only able to identify households that contain a disabled person. In previous
reports, we had additional information that helped to identify which household member was disabled.

c Households not containing children, elderly individuals, or disabled nonelderly individuals.

– No sample households are found in this category.
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Table 3.4.  Average Values of Selected Characteristics by Household Composition, Fiscal Year 2010

Households With:

Average Values

Gross Monthly
Countable

Income
(Dollars)

Net Monthly
Countable

Income
(Dollars)a

Monthly
SNAP Benefit

(Dollars)

Household
Size

(Persons)

Monthly
SNAP Benefit

Per Person
(Dollars)b

Total ............................................................ 731 336 287 2.2 130

Children ...................................................... 923 452 419 3.3 127
  Single-Adult Household ............................. 811 382 401 3.0 134
     Male Adult .............................................. 774 364 371 2.7 137
     Female Adult ........................................... 814 383 404 3.0 135
  Multiple-Adult Household ......................... 1,281 707 493 4.3 115
     Married Head Household ........................ 1,354 754 493 4.4 112
     Other Multiple-Adult Household ............ 1,159 628 492 4.1 120
  Children Only ............................................. 580 169 327 2.1 156

Elderly Individuals ..................................... 813 381 144 1.3 111
  Living Alone .............................................. 733 312 119 1.0 119
  Not Living Alone ....................................... 1,136 625 248 2.4 103

Disabled Nonelderly Individualsc ............. 946 475 219 2.0 110
  Living Alone .............................................. 762 294 122 1.0 122
  Not Living Alone ....................................... 1,204 707 355 3.3 108

Other Householdsd ..................................... 268 91 194 1.1 176
  Single-Person Household ........................... 218 66 183 1.0 183
  Multi-Person Household ............................ 733 330 301 2.2 137

Single-Person Households ......................... 492 178 152 1.0 152

    Source:  Fiscal Year 2010 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Quality Control sample.

a Because net income is not used in their benefit determinations, 33,550 MFIP households and 484,695 SSI-CAP households in
States that use standardized SSI-CAP benefits are excluded from this column.

b This column is calculated by dividing the average monthly SNAP benefit by the average SNAP household size. In previous
reports, this column was calculated by first calculating per-capita benefits at the household level by dividing the household benefit by
the household size and then taking the average of all per-capita benefits.

c Due to changes in the SNAP QC data, the definition of disabled changed in 2003. Beginning with the 2003 report, we are ony
able to identify households that contain a disabled person. In previous reports, we had additional information that helped to identify
which household member was disabled.

d Households not containing children, elderly individuals, or disabled individuals.
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 A majority of SNAP households with elderly people received SSI or Social Security income. In 
fiscal year 2010, 46 percent of all SNAP households with elderly members received SSI, 67 percent 
received Social Security income and 88 percent receive income from at least one of those sources 
(Table 3.3 and A.6). Twenty-five percent of households with elderly members received both SSI and 
Social Security income, about four percentage points lower than in 2009 (Table A.6). SNAP 
households with elderly members represented 34 percent of all SNAP households with SSI and 49 
percent of all SNAP households with Social Security income (Table 3.3). Six percent of households 
with elderly members had no income (Table A.6). 

Households with Disabled Nonelderly People 

In fiscal year 2010, SNAP served a monthly average of 3.6 million households with disabled 
nonelderly people (Table 3.3).9 Households with disabled nonelderly people represented 20 percent 
of all SNAP households and received an average monthly SNAP benefit of $219 (Table 3.4). 

About 58 percent of SNAP households with disabled nonelderly people were single-person 
households (Table 3.3). Households with a disabled nonelderly person living alone received a lower 
average monthly SNAP benefit than did households with disabled nonelderly people not living alone 
($122 compared with $355) (Table 3.4). Again, the difference in benefits between the two groups 
reflects differences in average household size. Disabled nonelderly people who did not live alone 
resided in households with an average of 3.3 individuals and a per capita benefit of $108. Seventy-
one percent of households with disabled nonelderly people received SSI and 49 percent received 
Social Security income (Table 3.3). SNAP households with disabled nonelderly people represented 
67 percent of all SNAP households with SSI and 45 percent of all SNAP households with Social 
Security income (Table 3.3). 

Other Households Served by SNAP 

SNAP serves other needy households in addition to those with children, elderly people, or 
disabled people. In fiscal year 2010, 4.3 million (24 percent) of all SNAP households consisted solely 
of one or more nonelderly, nondisabled adult with no children (Table 3.3). These households tended 
to be single-person households (90 percent) and were the largest category (53 percent) of 
households that received GA. However, 91 percent of these households did not receive GA. The 
same households had a very low average monthly gross income ($268), and 2.4 million (54 percent) 
had zero gross income (Tables 3.3 and 3.4). Households consisting solely of one or more nonelderly, 
nondisabled adults received an average SNAP benefit of $194 per month (Table 3.4).  

Single-Person Households 

Of all SNAP households in fiscal year 2010, 8.8 million (48 percent) were single-person 
households (Table 3.3).10 These households received an average monthly SNAP benefit of $152 

                                                 
9 The SNAP QC data do not include information to identify elderly persons who are disabled. In addition, while 

we are able to identify households with a disabled person in the SNAP QC datafile, we cannot identify which household 
member is disabled. In this report, we identify households with a disabled nonelderly person as households with (1) 
nonelderly SSI recipients, (2) a medical expense deduction and no elderly individuals, or (3) nonelderly adults who do 
not appear to work and receive either Social Security, veteran’s benefits, or workers’ compensation.  

10 These individuals apply for SNAP benefits for themselves only. Other people may live in the household. 
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(Table 3.4). A majority of these individuals (53 percent) were female, 26 percent were elderly, and 
another 24 percent were nonelderly disabled individuals (Tables A.17 and A.24). Compared with all 
SNAP households, a relatively small proportion of SNAP participants living alone had earned 
income (13 versus 30 percent), and a relatively high proportion had zero gross income (28 versus 20 
percent) (Table 3.3). By comparison, 45 percent of all multi-person households had earned income, 
and 12 percent had zero gross income (Tables A.4 and A.19). Not surprisingly, given the high 
proportion of elderly and disabled individuals making up single-person households, 28 and 31 
percent of these households received SSI and Social Security income, respectively (Table 3.3). 

Characteristics of SNAP Participants 

In fiscal year 2010, 47 percent of SNAP participants were children, and they received 46 percent 
of prorated SNAP benefits (Table 3.5). Nearly two-thirds (66 percent) of children served by SNAP 
were school age (age 5 to 17). Forty-six percent of participants were nonelderly adults (age 18 to 59), 
and 8 percent were elderly adults (age 60 or older).  

Sixty-two percent of nonelderly adults and 66 percent of elderly adults were female (Table 
A.23). Nearly 7 percent of SNAP participants were foreign-born immigrants—3 percent were 
naturalized citizens, 3 percent were legal permanent residents, and nearly 1 percent were refugees. 
Nine percent of all SNAP participants were citizen children living with noncitizens.11 

Changes in the Economic Conditions of SNAP Households 

The overall economic conditions of the average SNAP household improved modestly from 
fiscal year 2009 to fiscal year 2010, likely a result of increased participation by households with 
slightly higher income. The average household gross income increased in real dollars from $723 in 
fiscal year 2009 to $731 in fiscal year 2010, while average household net income increased by only $2 
to $336 during the same period (Table 3.6).  

The percentage of households with zero gross income increased from 18 to 20 percent, while 
the percentage of households with zero net income rose by more than two percentage points to over 
38 percent in fiscal year 2010 (Table A.3). The percentage of households with earnings increased by 
one percentage point to 30 percent as the percentage of households with TANF income continued 
to fall, dropping by two points to 8 percent in fiscal year 2010 (Table A.1). 

The average household benefit increased in real dollars from $273 in fiscal year 2009 to $287 in 
fiscal year 2010. However, that same value actually decreased by $5 when restricting the average 
household benefit to only the second half of fiscal year 2009 (Table 3.6). This decrease is likely due 
to the fact that under ARRA benefits remain at the same level – 113.6 percent of the June 2008 
Thrifty Food Plan – until March 31, 2014, when they revert to being 100 percent of the June 2013 
cost of the Thrifty Food Plan. 

 

  

                                                 
11 Some of the noncitizen household members participated in SNAP with citizen children; others were ineligible 

and did not participate. 



Table 3.5.  SNAP Benefits of Participants by Selected Demographic Characteristics, Fiscal Year 2010

Participant Characteristic

Total Participants Pro-rated Benefitsa

Number
(000)

Percent Dollars
(000)

Percent

Total .............................................. 39,759 100.0 5,273,937 100.0

Citizenship
  U.S. Born Citizen ........................ 37,039 93.2 4,908,169 93.1
  Naturalized Citizen ...................... 1,177 3.0 159,054 3.0
  Refugee ........................................ 311 0.8 41,402 0.8
  Other Noncitizen ......................... 1,232 3.1 165,313 3.1

Citizen Children Living with
Noncitizensb ............................ 3,545 8.9 498,507 9.5

Nondisabled Adults Age 18-49 in
Childless Householdsc ........... 3,857 9.7 661,272 12.5

Age
Children ......................................... 18,516 46.6 2,416,060 45.8
  Preschool Age Children ............... 6,317 15.9 870,468 16.5
     0-1 ............................................. 2,419 6.1 338,478 6.4
     2-4 ............................................. 3,898 9.8 531,990 10.1
  School Age Children ................... 12,199 30.7 1,545,592 29.3
     5-7 ............................................. 3,391 8.5 446,659 8.5
     8-11 ........................................... 3,976 10.0 502,805 9.5
     12-15 ......................................... 3,309 8.3 409,826 7.8
     16-17 ......................................... 1,523 3.8 186,302 3.5
  Nonelderly Adults (18-59) .......... 18,121 45.6 2,501,363 47.4
  Elderly Adults (60 or more) ........ 3,121 7.9 356,487 6.8
  Unknown Age .............................. 0 0.0 27 0.0

    Source:  Fiscal Year 2010 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Quality Control sample.

a Pro-rated benefits equal the benefits paid to households multiplied by the ratio of participants with
selected characteristic to total household size.

b Noncitizens may be inside or outside the SNAP unit.

c These participants are subject to work requirements and a time limit. The American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) allowed States to suspend time limits on benefit receipts from April
2009 through September 2010 for those not meeting work requirements. 
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Table 3.6. Nominal and Real Values of Selected Characteristics, Fiscal Year 2009 and Fiscal Year 2010 

 
Fiscal Year  

2009 

Second Half of 
Fiscal Year 2009 
(April 2009 to 

September 2009) 

Fiscal 
Year 
2010 

Percentage 
Change in 
Nominal 
Values  

(Second 
Half of FY 
2009 to FY 

2010) 

Percentage 
Change in 

Real 
Values 

(Second 
Half of FY 
2009 to FY 

2010) Characteristic 
Nominal 

Value 

Real 
Value 

(in 2010 
dollars) 

Nominal 
Value 

Real 
Value 

(in 2010 
dollars) 

Nominal 
Value 

Average Gross Incomea        

Per Household $711 $723 $716 $728 $731 +2.1 + 0.4 

Per Person 391 397 395 401 396 +0.3 - 1.2 

Average Net Incomea        

Per Household 329 334 333 338 336 +0.9 - 0.6 

Per Person 162 165 164 167 162 - 1.2 - 3.0 

Average Total 
Deductiona 471 478 473 481 491 +3.8 + 2.1 

Average Household 
Benefitb 272 273 291 292 287 -1.4 - 1.7 

Consumer Price Index 
(CPI)        

All Items 214.5  214.5  218.1 +1.7  

Food at Home 215.1  215.1  215.8 +0.3  

 
Source of CPI-U average values: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Source of nominal values:  Fiscal year 2009 and fiscal year 2010 SNAP QC samples. 

a Real values are in constant 2010 dollars. Fiscal year 2009 values were inflated by the change in the CPI-U for 
all items between 2009 and 2010 (+1.7 percent). 

b Real values are in constant 2010 dollars. Fiscal year 2009 values were inflated by the change in the CPI-U for 
food at home between 2009 and 2010 (+0.3 percent). 
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ARRA American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009 

BBCE              Broad-Based Categorical 
                        Eligibility 

EBT Electronic Benefit Transfer 

FNS U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Food and Nutrition Service 

GA General Assistance 

HHS U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services 

MFIP Minnesota Family Investment 
Program 

MOE Maintenance of Effort 

PRWORA Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996 

SNAP Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 

SNAP QC Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program Quality 
Control 

SSA U.S. Social Security 
Administration 

SSI Supplemental Security Income 

SSI-CAP SSI Combined Application 
Project 

SUA Standard Utility Allowance 

TANF Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families 

TFP Thrifty Food Plan 

USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture 

DEFINITIONS 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 (ARRA). This legislation took effect on 
April 1, 2009. SNAP provisions included  
 

increases to the maximum and minimum 
allotments, and allowed States to suspend the 
time limit on benefits for those nonelderly 
nondisabled adults without dependents who had 
previously been subject to the time limit from 
April 1, 2009 through September 30, 2010. 

Asylees. Noncitizens granted political asylum. 
In the tables in this report, the term ―refugee‖ 
includes refugees, asylees, and deportees. 

Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility 
(BBCE). Policy under which most households 
receive a TANF/MOE-funded non-cash service 
that makes the households categorically eligible 
for SNAP. The non-cash service is usually in the 
form of a brochure or handout that provides 
information on State-provided assistance and 
services. Households meeting State-determined 
eligibility criteria receive this information upon 
application or recertification for SNAP. 

Categorically Eligible Households. 
Households in which all members receive or are 
authorized to receive TANF, SSI, or GA 
benefits. Includes households receiving benefits 
or services that are at least 50 percent funded by 
TANF or MOE funds. Some States also confer 
categorical eligibility based on benefits or 
services that are less than 50 percent funded by 
TANF/MOE and on households where at least 
one member receives a benefit or service, but 
the State determines that the entire household 
benefits. If the purpose of the program 
conferring categorical eligibility is to prevent 
out-of-wedlock pregnancies or foster or 
strengthen marriage, the household’s gross 
income must be under 200 percent of poverty. 
However, if the purpose of the program is to 
further work, this income limit does not apply. 

Certification Period. Length of time a 
household is certified to receive SNAP benefits. 
When the certification period expires, 
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households must be recertified to continue 
receiving benefits. 

Child Support Payment Deduction. 
Deduction for households with legally obligated 
child support payments made to or for a non-
household member. States may choose to 
exclude child support payments from gross 
income rather than use the deduction. See also 
Deductions. 

Children. Individuals under age 18. 

Countable Resources. Cash on hand and 
resources that may be converted easily to cash, 
such as money in checking or savings accounts, 
savings certificates, stocks or bonds, and lump-
sum payments. Such resources also include some 
nonliquid resources, although the family home, 
certain family vehicles, and business tools or 
property are not counted. See also Resource Limit. 

Deductions. Allowable deductions from a 
household’s gross monthly income to arrive at 
SNAP net monthly income. The deductions 
shown in the tables are those to which 
households were entitled. (MFIP and SSI-CAP 
participants are subject to different rules.) Some 
of the deductions may not have been used 
before a household reached zero net income 
status, however. Therefore, total deductions to 
which a household is entitled do not equal the 
difference between gross and net income 
amounts. See also Child Support Payment Deduction, 
Dependent Care Deduction, Earned Income Deduction, 
Excess Shelter Expense Deduction, Medical Deduction, 
Minnesota Family Investment Program, SSI-Combined 
Application Project, Standard Deduction, and Total 
Deduction. 

Deemed Income. Individual sponsors of 
certain noncitizens may be subject to sponsor-
to-noncitizen deeming, which counts the 
sponsor’s income and resources as part of the 
noncitizen’s own income and resources when 
determining eligibility for SNAP. 

Dependent Care Deduction. Deduction 
received by SNAP households for expenses 
involved in caring for dependents while other 

household members work, seek employment, or 
attend school. See also Appendix C and Deductions. 

Deportees. Noncitizens granted a stay of 
deportation. In the tables in this report, the term 
―refugee‖ includes refugees, asylees, and 
deportees. 

Earned Income. Includes wages, salaries, self-
employment and other reported earned income. 

Earned Income Deduction. Deduction 
received by households with earnings, equal to 
20 percent of the combined earnings of 
household members. (MFIP participants are 
entitled to a 37 percent earned income 
deduction.) See also Deductions and Minnesota 
Family Investment Program.  

Elderly People. Adults age 60 or older. 

Electronic Benefit Transfer. Means of benefit 
delivery via electronic debit card, similar to a 
bank card, used to purchase food at authorized 
retail stores. 

Entrant Households. Households newly 
certified during fiscal year 2010 and in their first 
month of participation. 

Excess Shelter Expense Deduction. 
Deduction received by households with shelter 
costs, equal to those shelter costs that exceed 50 
percent of the household’s countable income 
after all other potential deductions are subtracted 
from gross income. There is a limit on the 
shelter deduction for households without elderly 
or disabled members. See also Appendix C and 
Deductions and Homeless Household Shelter Estimate. 

Expedited Service Households. Households 
with gross income equal to or less than $150 and 
countable resources equal to or less than $100, 
or with migrant or seasonal farm workers with 
countable resources equal to or less than $100 
are eligible for expedited SNAP eligibility 
verification procedures. A State agency must 
review each SNAP application and conduct an 
eligibility interview within seven days of 
application submission. Eligible households 
receive SNAP benefits within this time frame. 



 

 29  

Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008 
(2008 Farm Bill). Most SNAP provisions in this 
legislation, which reauthorized the SNAP 
program, became effective on October 1, 2008. 
Other SNAP provisions included increases in 
the minimum benefit for one- and two-person 
households and to the standard deduction, 
elimination of the cap on the dependent care 
deduction, and exclusion of most education and  
retirement accounts from countable resources 
when determining SNAP eligibility. It also 
indexed the resource limits to inflation, adjusting 
them to the nearest $250 increment each fiscal 
year. 

Gross Income. Total monthly countable 
income of a household in dollars, before 
applying deductions. 

Gross Income Limit. SNAP monthly gross 
income eligibility standards, determined by 
household size; equal to 130 percent of HHS 
poverty guidelines. See also Appendix C. 

Homeless Household Shelter Estimate. 
Some States allow homeless households to 
deduct $143 for shelter expenses. 

Household. Individuals who live in a residential 
unit and purchase and prepare food together. 

Households with Children. Households with 
at least one member under age 18. 

Households with Disabled Nonelderly 
People. Households with either (1) nonelderly 
SSI recipients, a medical deduction and no 
elderly individuals, or (2) nonelderly adults who 
do not appear to be working and who are 
receiving Social Security, veteran’s benefits, or 
workers’ compensation. 

Households with Elderly People. Households 
with at least one member age 60 or older. 

Initial Certification Households. Includes 
both households certified for the first time 
within the current certification period and 
previously certified households that have not 
received benefits for at least 30 days. 

Lawful Permanent Residents. Noncitizens 
lawfully admitted for permanent resident status.  

Married-Head Households. Households with 
a spouse of the household head. 

Maximum Benefit. From October 2009 
through September 2010, the maximum benefit 
was based on 113.6 percent of the cost of the 
Thrifty Food Plan in June 2008 for a reference 
family of four, rounded to the lowest dollar 
increment. The maximum benefit varies by 
geographic region. See also Appendix C. 

Medical Deduction. Deduction available to 
households with elderly or disabled members, 
equal to all unreimbursed medical expenses 
incurred by the elderly or disabled person that 
exceed $35. See also Deductions. 

Medical Deduction Demonstrations. State 
programs that use a standard deduction amount 
for households with medical expenses below a 
specified limit.  

Metropolitan Households. Households whose 
SNAP application was processed at an agency in 
a Census Bureau–defined Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA). An MSA has at least one 
urbanized area with population of 50,000 or 
more and includes adjacent territory with a high 
degree of social and economic integration with 
the core, as measured by commuting ties. 

Micropolitan Households. Households whose 
SNAP application was processed at an agency in 
a Census Bureau–defined Micropolitan Statistical 
Area. A Micropolitan Statistical Area has at least 
one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but less than 
50,000 population and includes adjacent territory 
with a high degree of social and economic 
integration with the core, as measured by 
commuting ties. 

Minimum Benefit. From October 2009 
through September 2010, the minimum benefit 
for all one- and two-person units was equal to 8 
percent of the maximum benefit for a one-
person household. Because it is derived from the 
maximum benefit, the minimum benefit also 
varies by geographic region. See also  
Appendix C. 
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Minnesota Family Investment Program 
(MFIP). Minnesota’s cash assistance program, 
that calculates SNAP benefits for participating 
households as a component separate from the 
cash assistance calculation within the same grant. 

Net Income. Total monthly countable income 
of a household in dollars after applying 
deductions. Net income is not calculated for 
MFIP households or SSI-CAP households in 
Arizona, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
Mississippi, New Jersey, New Mexico, New 
York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Texas and Virginia. 

Net Income Limit. SNAP monthly net income 
eligibility standard, determined by household 
size, equal to 100 percent of the HHS poverty 
guidelines. See also Appendix C. 

Noncitizen. In this report, ―noncitizen‖ refers 
to individuals residing in the United States who 
are not natural-born or naturalized citizens. 
These include legal permanent residents, 
refugees, asylees, deportees, and unauthorized 
aliens. Legal noncitizens are subject to additional 
nonfinancial eligibility criteria (see p. 7). 
Unauthorized aliens are not eligible to receive 
SNAP benefits but they may be nonparticipating 
members of SNAP units. 

Nonelderly Adults. Adults ages 18 to 59. 

Nonimmigrant Visitors to the United States. 
Noncitizens who have been admitted for a 
specified period, including tourists, students, and 
foreign nationals with work permits. 

Nonparticipating Household Head 
Households. Households headed by someone 
ineligible for SNAP, such as an ineligible 
noncitizen. 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 
(PRWORA). A law enacted in 1996 that made 
sweeping changes to the nation’s public 
assistance programs. It disqualified many lawful 
permanent resident noncitizens and nonelderly 
nondisabled adults from SNAP. In addition, it 
changed cash welfare from an entitlement to 
temporary assistance designed to move parents 

to work. Given that many cash welfare recipients 
also participate in SNAP, changes to the cash 
welfare program significantly affect SNAP 
participants. 

Poverty Guidelines. The poverty guidelines 
used by FNS are issued by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services. Dividing the 
guidelines by 12 yields the monthly net income 
limits for SNAP. The Census Bureau establishes 
other poverty thresholds used primarily for 
statistical purposes. See also Appendix C.  

Preschool-Age Children. Children under age 5. 

Pure PA. A household is considered to be pure 
PA if every member of the household receives 
SSI income, is covered by a cash TANF benefit, 
or receives SSI or GA income. 

Refugees. Noncitizens accorded refugee status. 
In the tables in this report, the term ―refugee‖ 
includes refugees, asylees, and deportees. See 
also Asylees and Deportees. 

Resource Limit. For all non-categorically 
eligible households without an elderly or 
disabled person, the resource limit was $2,000 in 
fiscal year 2010. Households with an elderly or 
disabled person were allowed up to $3,000 of 
countable resources. See also Countable Resources. 

Rural. A household is considered rural if the 
county in which its local SNAP agency is located 
is not in a Metropolitan Statistical Area or a 
Micropolitan Statistical Area. 

School-Age Children. Children ages 5 to 17. 

Shelter Deduction. See Excess Shelter Expense 
Deduction. 

Single-Adult with Children Households. 
Households with exactly one person age 18 or 
older, no spouse, and at least one person under 
age 18. 

Single-Person Households. Households with 
exactly one person. 

SSI-Combined Application Project (SSI-
CAP). Joint FNS-SSA-State partnerships with a 
goal of streamlining the procedures for 
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providing SNAP benefits to certain households 
eligible for SSI. 

Standard Deduction. Deduction received by all 
households which varies by area and household 
size to reflect price differences among areas. See 
also Appendix C and Deductions. 

Standard Utility Allowance (SUA). Specified 
dollar amounts set by state agencies that states 
may use in place of actual utility costs to 
calculate a household’s total shelter expenses. 

Student. Participant age 18 or older enrolled at 
least half-time in a recognized school, training 
program, or institution of higher education. 

Thrifty Food Plan (TFP). Market basket of 
goods based on an economical and nutritious 
diet, adjusted for household size and 
composition. Used to determine maximum 
SNAP benefit amounts. 

Total Deduction. Includes child support 
payment, dependent care, earned income, excess 
shelter expense, medical, and standard 
deductions to which SNAP households are 
entitled. In some cases the total deduction 
exceeds the amount deducted from gross 
income because net income may not be less than 
zero. See also Deductions.  

Unearned Income. Includes TANF, GA, SSI, 
Social Security, unemployment benefits, 
veteran’s benefits, workers’ compensation, other 
government benefits, contributions, deemed 
income, education loans, child support, wage 
supplementations, energy assistance, State 
diversion payments, and other unearned income. 

Work Registration. Many nonelderly 
nondisabled SNAP participants are required to 
register for work with their welfare office or 
State unemployment agency and must agree to 
accept any suitable job offered to them. 
Individuals exempt from SNAP work 
registration rules include the following: 

 All individuals under age 16 or over age 
60, and some individuals age 16 and 17 

 Individuals responsible for the care of a 
dependent child under age 6 or the care 
of an incapacitated person 

 Individuals who are physically or mentally 
unfit for work 

 Individuals complying with work 
requirements of other assistance 
programs 

 Students enrolled at least half-time in a 
school, training program, or institution of 
higher education 

 Regular participants in a drug addiction or 
alcohol treatment program  

 Individuals working 30 hours a week or 
earning more than an amount equal to 30 
hours times the minimum wage 

Work Requirements and a Time Limit. 
SNAP participants age 18 to 49 who are not 
disabled (often referred to as able-bodied) and 
do not have any children in their household are 
subject to work requirements in order to receive 
SNAP benefits for more than 3 months in a 36 
month period. They may be exempt from the 
work requirement if they work at least 20 hours 
per week, participate in a qualifying work 
program, receive a work exemption, or live in a 
location that qualifies for a waiver due to 
insufficient jobs. In this report all adults meeting 
this definition regardless of exemption status are 
identified as Nondisabled Adults age 18-49 in 
Childless Households. 
 
Prior to the implementation of ARRA, SNAP 
participants who did not meet the conditions of 
their work requirements were subject to time 
limits on SNAP benefits. ARRA allowed states 
to waive these time limits from April 1, 2009 to 
September 30, 2010. 
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