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Excecutive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) allows low-income households to
obtain a more nutritious diet by increasing the dollars they have to spend on food. However, in
2008, during the heart of the economic recession, prices for food at home increased 6.4 percent over
2007 prices (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008) and the cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP), on which
the SNAP benefit is set, increased 9.3 percent (USDA 2008). Also, unemployment reached
6.9 percent at the beginning of fiscal year 2009 and increased to 10.1 percent by the beginning of
fiscal year 2010 (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010). These factors put a substantial strain on low-
income households’ ability to purchase food, leading to record numbers of participants in SNAP
and increased use of food banks and other emergency food assistance programs.

Due to the quickly rising food prices, policymakers and advocates were concerned that
households would need to spend more of their benefits earlier in the month and run out of funds to
purchase food at the end of the month. To counter rising food prices and provide SNAP
participants with sufficient resources to purchase food, the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA), enacted in February 2009, raised the maximum SNAP benefit by 13.6 percent,
effective April 2009. In this study, we seek to identify how spending patterns, such as the rate at
which households spend their benefit, changed following the ARRA benefit increase and analyze
how spending patterns differ across household characteristics and time.

Research Questions

The study is guided by the following questions:

e How often do SNAP participants redeem their benefits and how much of their benefit
do they spend on each purchase transaction?

e At what types of stores do SNAP participants redeem their benefits?
e How quickly do participants spend their benefit?
e How often do they skip a month or more of using their benefit?

e How often do they have benefits left over at the end of the month? How much is left
over?

e How do redemption patterns vary by household characteristic?

e How did benefit redemption patterns change after the April benefit increase?

We provide the findings through a detailed descriptive analysis. We discuss findings for each of
these questions for fiscal year 2009 as a whole and present how they change from March to April,
the quarters of the fiscal year, and the six months prior to and following the benefit increase. We
also provide comparisons with a similar study conducted for fiscal year 2003 (Cole and Lee 2005).

Data Files and Overview of Methodology
To conduct this descriptive study, we relied primarily on three data sets: the Anti-Fraud Locator

for EBT Redemption Transaction (ALERT), an extract from the Store Tracking and Redemption
Subsystem (STARS), and the SNAP Quality Control (QC) data.
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e ALERT. The ALERT data have a record of every EBT transaction for each SNAP
household. Each record contains the store identification number, SNAP household
account number, EBT card number, date and time of transaction, transaction type and
amount, and account balance.

e STARS. STARS data have a record of each retailer authorized to accept SNAP benefits.
Each record in the extract contains a store identification number, location (city, state,
ZIP code), business type (supermarket, grocery, convenience, specialty, and so on), and
total annual eligible food sales.

e SNAP QC. This is a national sample of 48,000 to 50,000 participating SNAP
households. Each record contains a household identification number, ZIP code of the
local agency, and information related to household composition, demographics, income,
and selected expenses.

By combining these data sets, we created several analysis files. To study general spending
patterns such as the number of transactions, average amount, and purchases by store type, we
combined the ALERT and STARS data and calculated monthly averages using the calendar month.
To study rates of exhaustion and the amount of benefit carried over, we built files based on a large
sample of households in each state, aligning the months by the day of benefit issuance for the
household (most states do not provide the benefit to all households on the first day of the calendar
month, but rather distribute it across several days). Finally, to study patterns by demographic
subgroups, we matched the households in the SNAP QC data with their transactions from the
ALERT data.

Number and Amount of Transactions

Due to the economic downturn, the monthly caseload grew considerably over the course of the
fiscal year, as represented by the blue line in Figure 1. The average monthly benefit redeemed by
households increased from $253 in the quarter before the ARRA increase (January to March) to
$293 in the quarter after the increase (April to June). The combination of caseload growth and the
benefit increase led to substantial growth in the total monthly redemption (red line).
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Figure 1. Increasing Trend in Average Number of Households, and Average and Total Monthly
Redemption
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

On average, in a typical month participating households made several relatively small purchases
with their SNAP benefits. Following the benefit increase they averaged more transactions than they
had before the increase but the average per-transaction amount was slightly lower (Table 1). In the
six months after the benefit increase, households made, on average, an additional 1.6 transactions
per household per month (increasing from 8.5 to 10.1). We see a substantial jump between March
and April, from 8.9 to 9.6, and between the quarters before and after the benefit increase, from 8.4
to 10.0 per month.

Figure 2 illustrates the change in the distribution of households by their number of monthly
transactions before and after the increase. The proportion of households with 1, 2-5, and
6-10 transactions dropped from the six months before the benefit increase to the six months after,
among those who were participating both before and after the increase. The proportion of
households with 11 or more transactions per month jumped across the two time periods. Thus, a
smaller percentage of households made fewer than 10 transactions per month, and more households
made 11 or more purchases per month.

Table 1. The Average Number of Monthly Transactions Increased and Average Transaction Amount
Decreased in the Six Months After the ARRA Benefit Increase

FY 2009 Quarters

October- April-
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 March April March September
Average number of monthly 8.6 8.4 10.0 10.2 8.9 9.6 8.5 10.1
transactions per household
Average purchase amount ($) 29.79 30.26 29.45 28.75 29.23 30.23 30.03 29.10
Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Figure 2. Increasing Proportion of Households with More Transactions Per Month
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics. Limited to
those participating before and after the benefit increase.

Table 1 also indicates that in the six months after the benefit increase, the average purchase
amount was nearly $1 less than in the six months before the benefit increase ($30.03 versus $29.10).
However, the role of the benefit increase is not clear because the decline was more of a steady fall—
from a high in quarter 2, then decreasing in quarters 3 and 4—than an immediate effect. In fact, the
average transaction amount increased by $1 from March to April, but the per-transaction increase
seen immediately after the April benefit increase was not sustained throughout the quarter.

The decrease in per-transaction spending seems to be driven in part by an increase in the
proportion of very small transactions. As Figure 3 depicts, very small transactions (under $5 and
$5-$10) occurred more often in the six months after the benefit increase than they had before. The
proportion of transactions of higher values declined or stayed about the same.

Figure 3. Increasing Proportion of Smaller Transactions
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.
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Benefit Redemption by Week

On average, SNAP households have less than one-quarter of their benefits left by the middle of
the month. On the day the issuance was distributed, the average household redeemed more than a
fifth of its benefit (Table 2). By the first week, the average household had redeemed over half of its
benefit, and by the second week, over three-quarters of it. Households redeemed about an additional
10 percent of benefits by the end of the third week (exhausting 90 percent of benefits) and
ultimately redeemed 97 percent of their monthly benefits by the end of the day before receiving their
next issuance.

Nearly half of participating households essentially exhausted their benefits—that is, reached a
balance of less than $1—by the end of the month; more than one-tenth of households had done so
in the first week and one-fifth by the end of the second week. Table 2 shows that 47 percent of
households on average reached a balance in their account under $1 during the month. A small group
of households (2 percent) reached this balance on the day they received their issuance and about an
additional 10 percent did so each week.

Table 2. In First Two Weeks, Households Redeemed More than Three-Quarters of Their Benefits,
While One-Fifth Reached Account Balance Under $1

Day 1 Day 7 Day 14 Day 21 End of Month
Cumulative Proportion of Benefits Redeemed? 21 59 79 90 97
Cumulative Proportion of Households with 2 11 22 34 47
Balance Less Than $1
Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics are based

on a random sample of approximately 10,000 households per state and month, limited to case
months with a single issuance within the regular issuance cycle.

Note: For each household, the regular monthly issuance date was imputed from EBT redemption patterns
observed over the period September 2008-October 2009.

“The monthly benefit is the amount issued in the current month. The percent redeemed does not reflect
spending of benefits carried over from prior month.

A large proportion of households spent all or nearly all of their benefits in the first two weeks
of the month. While Table 2 illustrates how the average household spent down its benefit across
weeks in the month, Figure 4 examines the distribution of households by how much of the benefit
they spent in the first two weeks. More than a quarter of households (28 percent) redeemed nearly
all or all of their monthly benefits in the first week after issuance, and more than half (53 percent)
had done so by the second week. Summing across the last three categories, we find that in the first
week, 62 percent of households had redeemed at least half of their benefits and most of those had
redeemed at least three-quarters of their benefits. By the second week, 86 percent of households had
redeemed more than half of their benefits.
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Figure 4. Over Half of Households Redeemed Nearly All Benefits in First Two Weeks of Montha
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics are based

on a random sample of approximately 10,000 households per state and month, limited to case
months with a single issuance within the regular issuance cycle.

Note: For each household, the regular monthly issuance date was imputed from EBT redemption patterns
observed over the period September 2008-October 2009.

*The monthly benefit is the amount issued in the current month. The percent redeemed does not reflect
spending of benefits carried over from prior month.

On average, after the ARRA increase households saved slightly more of their benefit for use
toward the end of the month. Table 3 shows that in the six months after the benefit increase, the
average proportion of benefits redeemed at Day 1 decreased 1 percentage point, from 22 to 21. In
April to September, households had redeemed 78 percent of benefits by the second week of the
month, compared to their having redeemed 80 percent of benefits by the second week in October to
March. However, the role played by the ARRA increase is unclear because the percentage of benefits
being redeemed by each time period was already declining between Quarter 1 and Quarter 2, and the
proportion redeemed increased again between Quarter 3 and Quarter 4.

Table 3. Proportion of Monthly Benefits Redeemed Decreased After Benefit Increase?

October- April-
March September
Cumulative Percentage of Benefits Redeemed by Days Since Issuance (%)
Day 1 22 21
Day 7 60 58
Day 14 80 78
Day 21 91 90
End of month 97 97

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics are
based on a random sample of approximately 10,000 households per state and month, limited
to case months with a single issuance within the regular issuance cycle.

*The monthly benefit is the amount issued in the current month. The percent redeemed does not reflect
spending of benefits carried over from prior months.
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Unspent Issuance and Carryover

Households receiving higher benefits generally had more of their benefit left unspent at the end
of the month than households receiving smaller benefits. On average, in a typical month a
household did not spend $7.61 of its monthly issuance and had an account balance of $19.09 at the
end of the month (Table 4). The amount carried over is correlated with the size of a household’s
issuance: those with an issuance $25 or less carried over just $0.78, while those receiving an issuance
over $500 had $18.81 of their issuance left at the end of the month. Similarly, the average balance at
the end of the month also correlates with the household’s issuance amount, ranging from $3.72 for
those with issuances of $25 or less to $40.12 for those with issuances above $500.

Table 4. Value of Unspent Issuance and Account Balance at End of Month Increases with Size of
Monthly Issuance

Unspent Issuance

($)? End-of-Month Balance ($)°
All Households 7.61 19.09
Households By Monthly Issuance Amount
<=$25 0.78 3.72
$26-50 1.92 5.97
$51-100 3.05 8.75
$101-150 4.29 12.56
$151-200 5.28 14.94
$201-$250 5.45 12.99
$251-300 6.44 15.55
$301-350 7.30 18.71
$351-400 9.35 22.19
$401-450 8.82 21.43
$451-500 10.33 26.32
>$500 18.81 40.12

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics are
based on a random sample of approximately 10,000 households per state and month, limited
to case months with a single issuance within the regular issuance cycle.

Note: For each household, the regular monthly issuance date was imputed from EBT redemption
patterns observed over the period September 2008-October 2009.

aUnspent issuance is the amount of issuance unredeemed each issuance month, taken as the maximum of
zero and (issuance minus redemption). This measure ignores unspent issuance from prior months.
Issuance months are defined for each household to begin on their issuance day.

*The monthly ending balance is the EBT account balance at the time of the next issuance. This measure
reflects the long-run accumulation of unspent issuance from all prior months.

Both the average amount carried over and the average household account balance at the end of
the month rose following the ARRA increase. In the six months after the ARRA increase,
households were carrying over an average of $8.37, a 22.7 percent increase ($1.55) from the
$6.82 carried over on average in the first six months of the year. The average household’s monthly
ending balance increased nearly §5 (30.1 percent), from $16.56 in the first six months of the year to
$21.54 in the second half of the year (Table 5). The values of these measures, however, were on the
rise before the benefit increase (Quarter 1 to Quarter 2) and declined again between Quarter 3 and
Quarter 4.
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Table 5. Amount Carried Over to the Next Month Increased in Second Half of Fiscal Year 2009

FY 2009 Quarters

October- April-
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 March September
Average Dollar Amount of Monthly Issuance 6.42 7.29 8.77 7.97 6.82 8.37
Carried Over to Next Month ($)?
Average Balance at the End of the Issuance 15.70 17.56 21.77 21.29 16.56 21.54
Month ($)°
Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics are based

on a random sample of approximately 10,000 households per state and month, limited to case
months with a single issuance within the regular issuance cycle.

2Unspent issuance is the amount of issuance unredeemed each issuance month, taken as the maximum of zero
and (issuance minus redemption). This measure ignores unspent issuance from prior months. Issuance months
are defined for each household to begin on the household’s issuance day.

*The monthly ending balance is the EBT account balance at the time of the next issuance. This measure reflects
the long-run accumulation of unspent issuance from all prior months.

Redemption by Store Type

Households most often redeemed their benefits at supermarkets and supercenters, and the
average purchase amount of the supermarket and supercenter transactions was highest. Transactions
at supermarkets and supercenters accounted for almost two-thirds of transactions (Figure 5) and had
the highest per-transaction average (Figure 0). As a result, 84 percent of benefits were redeemed at
supermarkets and supercenters. Participants used their benefits at convenience stores more often
than at large and small groceries combined. However, the per-transaction average at convenience
stores was smaller than at grocery stores, resulting in a larger percentage of benefits being redeemed
at grocery stores than at convenience stores (Figure 7).

Figure 5. Almost Two-Thirds of Transactions Took Place at Supermarkets and Supercenters

7

®m SM: Supermarkets/ Supercenters
® LG: Large/ Medium Grocery
m SG: Small Grocery
m CO: Convenience
SF: Specialty Food
OT: Other Type

Percentage of transactions made by store type

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
table. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, non-profit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.
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Figure 6. Average Transaction Amounts Were Largest at Supermarkets and Supercenters and
Smallest at Convenience Stores
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39 Average Purchase Amount: $29.48
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Transaction (S)

Average Purchase Amount per

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
figure. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, non-profit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.

Figure 7. More Than Three Quarters of Benefits Were Spent at Supermarkets and Supercenters

® SM: Supermarkets/ Supercenters
® LG: Large/ Medium Grocery
m SG: Small Grocery
m CO: Convenience
SF: Specialty Food
OT: Other Type

TSRS 84%

Average percentage of benefits redeemed at store type

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
table. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, non-profit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.
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Household Inactivity

Almost all SNAP households use their benefits in the month they receive them. Overall, only a
small percentage of households ever had any months of purchase inactivity. During 2009, 5.7
percent of all households were identified as having received an issuance in a month but not having
made a purchase in that month. Households with smaller redemptions were far more likely to be
inactive during the year. More than a quarter of households with average monthly redemptions less
than or equal to $25 were inactive at some point during the year, and 15 percent of households with
average monthly redemptions between $26 and $50 were ever inactive. Figure 8 shows that the rate
of inactivity steadily leveled off as the issuance amount increased.

Figure 8 Prevalence of Inactivity Was Higher for Households with Smaller Issuances in FY 20092
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Statistics are based on a sample
of approximately 10,000 households per State and month. For sampled households, EBT
inactivity is based on data from all 12-months.

Note: Households with larger issuances include authorized representatives who shop for more than
one participant.

*Households are identified as ever inactive if, during any month, an issuance was received but no purchase
transactions were made.

Differences Across Subgroups

Households with Children

Households with children are, on average, larger than households without children and receive
a substantially larger benefit. As illustrated in Table 6, on average, households with children
redeemed almost $400 per month while households without children redeemed just over $150.
Households with children made more transactions than households without childten, and of a
higher amount.

Even with the higher benefit amount, households with children redeemed their benefits at a

faster rate than households without children. Summing up the percentage of households that
redeemed 51-75 percent, 76-90 percent, and 91-100 percent of their benefits in the first two weeks,
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we find that 95 percent of households with children redeemed at least half of their benefits in the
first two weeks of receiving their benefit while 91 percent of households without children did so.

Likely due to the larger benefit size, households with children, on average, left more of their
benefit unspent at the end of the month. On average, they left $14 of their monthly benefit unspent
at the end of the month while households without children left half of that amount unspent.
Including the benefit carried over from previous months, households with children averaged a
balance of $36 at the end of the month and households without children averaged $20.

Table 6. Households with Children Made More Transactions of Higher Amounts, Spent Their Benefits
Slightly Faster, and Carried Over More at the End of the Month Than Households Without Children

Households with Children Households Without Children
Transactions
Total Monthly Redemption $399 $153*
Average Number 12.0 6.7*
Average Amount $36 $25%
Percentage of Benefits Redeemed
by Week 2 (Percentage of
Households)
<10% 0% 1%*
10-25% 0% 1%*
26-50% 5% 7%*
51-75% 22% 20%*
76-90% 27% 21%*
91-100% 46% 50%*
Benefit Carryover (Dollars)
Unspent Issuance $14 $7*
End-of-Month Balance $36 $20*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month.

‘Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within each row, relative to households with children.

Households with Earnings

Households with earnings are, on average, larger than households without earnings and receive
an average $87 more per month (Table 7). Thus, households with earnings were able to make two
transactions more per month with their benefits than households without earnings, averaging about
$2 more per purchase.

Households with earnings redeemed their benefits at a somewhat faster rate than households
without earnings. Summing up the percentage of households that redeemed 51-75 percent,
76-90 percent, and 91-100 percent of their benefits in the first two weeks, we find that 94 percent of
households with earnings redeemed at least half of their benefits in the first two weeks of receiving
their benefit, while 92 percent of households without earnings did so. However, more households
without earnings had redeemed almost all of their benefit in this time than had households with
earnings.

Likely due to the larger benefit size, households with earnings, on average, left more of their
benefit unspent at the end of the month. On average, they left $14 of their monthly benefit unspent
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at the end of the month while households without earnings left $9 unspent. Including the benefit
left over from previous months, households with earnings averaged a balance of $36 at the end of
the month and households without earnings averaged $24.

Table 7. Households with Earnings Made More Transactions of Higher Amounts, Spent Their
Benefits Slightly Faster, and Carried Over More at the End of the Month than Households Without
Earnings

Households with Earnings Households Without Earnings
Transactions
Total Monthly Redemption $335 $248*
Average Number 10.8 8.7%
Average Amount $33 $31*
Benefits Redeemed by Week 2
(Percentage of Households)
<10% 1% 1%*
10-25% 0% 1%*
26-50% 5% 6%*
51-75% 23% 20%*
76-90% 26% 23%*
91-100% 45% 49%*
Benefit Carryover (Dollars)
Unspent Issuance $14 $9*
End-of-Month Balance $36 §24*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within rows, relative to households with earnings.

Changes Across Time

Due to differences in economic and policy conditions between 2003 and 2009, we must be
cautious in making comparisons in the findings between this study and the one by Cole and Lee
(2005). The April 2009 benefit increase raised the SNAP benefit higher, as a percentage of the
Thrifty Food Plan on which it is based, than it was in 2003. This could lead to households
redeeming benefits more slowly than would otherwise be expected. As a result, we compare fiscal
year 2003 from the Cole and Lee study with results from the first six months (prior to the benefit
increase) of fiscal year 2009. In addition, in 2003, not all states had fully converted to issuing benefits
through the Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) system, so some states are only represented in the
2003 findings for certain months or for specific areas within the state.

In the first half of fiscal year 2009, the average household shopped more often and spent about
$1 less per trip (after adjusting for inflation) than the average household in fiscal year 2003. The
average number of monthly transactions per household increased 11.8 percent, from 7.6 to 8.5; the
average transaction amount decreased, from $31 to $30 in 2009 dollars (Table 8). Overall, the
average total monthly redemption increased 7.6 percent, from $236 in 2003 to $254 in 2009
(2009 dollars). Although the number of transactions and per-transaction amounts changed from
2003 to the first half of 2009, the broad spending patterns remained the same. That is, about
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60 percent of households made 10 or fewer transactions with their benefit during the month and
around 70 percent of households spent $25 or less per transaction.

Table 8. Households in 2009 Shopped More but Spent Slightly Less Than in 2003

2003 2009
Average number of monthly transactions per household 7.6 8.5
Average purchase amount? $31 $30
Monthly household total redemption amount? $236 $254

Source: 2003: Cole and Lee (2005); 2009: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 ALERT and STARS data.

*Dollars values for 2003 are converted to 2009 dollars using Consumer Price Index values for food at
home for 2003 and the first six months of 2009.

Figure 9. Households Generated More Transactions in 2009 Than in 2003
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Source: 2003: Cole and Lee (2005); 2009: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 ALERT and STARS data.

The rate of exhaustion seen in 2009 is quite similar to the rate seen in 2003. Households did
spend slightly more in the first day (22 percent in the first half of 2009, compared to 20 percent in
2003), but then spent their benefits at the same rate as in fiscal year 2003 (Table 9). By Day 7, the
average household had redeemed 60 percent of its monthly benefit; by Day 14, it had redeemed
80 percent, and by month end the household had redeemed 97 percent of its benefit.

Table 9. Households Redeemed Benefits at About Same Rate in 2003 and 20092

Day 1 Day 7 Day 14 Day 21 End of Month
2003 20 60 80 91 97
2009 22 60 80 91 97

Source: 2003: Cole and Lee (2005); 2009: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 ALERT and STARS data.

Note: For each household, the regular monthly issuance date was imputed from EBT redemption
patterns observed over the periods July 2002-December 2003 for FY 2003 and September
2008-0October 2009 for FY 2009.

“The monthly benefit is the amount issued in the current month. The percent redeemed does not reflect
spending of benefits carried over from prior months.
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Introduction and Background

. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) allows low-income households to
obtain a more nutritious diet by increasing the dollars they have to spend on food. However, in
2008, during the heart of the economic recession, prices for food at home increased 6.4 percent over
2007 prices (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008), and the cost of the June 2008 Thrifty Food Plan
(TFP), on which the 2009 SNAP benefit is set, increased by 9.3 percent (USDA 2008). In addition,
unemployment reached 6.9 percent at the beginning of fiscal year 2009 and increased to 10.1 percent
by the end of the fiscal year (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010). These factors put a substantial strain
on low-income households’ ability to purchase food in 2009, leading to record numbers of
participants in SNAP and increased use of food banks and other emergency food assistance
programs.

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), which
administers SNAP, sets a maximum monthly benefit for each household size for each fiscal year
based on the cost of the TFP for a family of four in June of the prior fiscal year. Households with
no income, after accounting for certain housing, medical, work, and child care expenses, receive the
maximum benefit (approximately one-third of households). Households with some income after
accounting for these expenses are expected to use 30 percent of the remaining income to purchase
food and accordingly receive a benefit reduced by 30 percent of the adjusted income. Households of
size one or two that are determined eligible for SNAP, but at a particularly low benefit level, receive
a minimum benefit.

Due to quickly rising food prices, the maximum SNAP benefit as set for fiscal year 2009 was
not sufficient to allow a household to purchase the TFP eatly in the fiscal year. Earlier studies of
benefit spending indicated that households spent 80 percent of their benefits within two weeks of
receiving them (Cole and Lee 2005), so the concern among policymakers and advocates was that
households would need to spend more of their benefit earlier in the month, and would run out of
funds to purchase food at the end of the month. To counter rising food prices and provide SNAP
participants with sufficient resources to purchase food, the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA), enacted in February 2009, raised the maximum SNAP benefit by 13.6 percent and the
minimum benefit for one- and two-person households from $14 to §16, effective April 2009.

In this study, we examine patterns of SNAP benefit redemption, particulatly related to the
timing and amount of purchases and the rate at which households exhaust their benefits. We
identify changes within fiscal year 2009 to gain insights into how the April benefit increase affected
spending patterns. We also make comparisons with results of a similar study conducted for fiscal
year 2003 (Cole and Lee 2005) to see if households exhausted their benefits sooner in 2009 than
they had in the past. We examine the frequency of spending, average amount per transaction,
number and types of stores at which households redeem their benefits, rate at which households
exhaust their benefits, and the amount of benefits that households carry over from one month to
the next. For each of these measures, we explore how patterns differ by benefit level, demographic
characteristic, and state.
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A. Background and Prior Research

1. SNAP Benefit Issuance

Historically, SNAP benefits were issued through paper coupons that participants used as cash
to obtain food at a store checkout counter. In 1984, FNS introduced Electronic Benefits Transfer
(EBT) as a means to deliver SNAP benefits in a demonstration in Reading, Pennsylvania. In 1996,
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation Act legislated that all SNAP
benefits be issued through EBT. The transfer to EBT from paper coupons was completed in June
2004 in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin Islands. In 2008, the Food,
Conservation, and Energy Act identified EBT as the only means by which participants could access
their benefits, completing the conversion to EBT, and set a date after which any unredeemed
coupons would be invalid.

Under EBT, SNAP participants use a plastic card, similar to a bank debit card, to make eligible
food purchases at retailers authorized by FNS to accept SNAP benefits. Each participant runs his or
her card through a point-of-sale device at the checkout counter and enters a personal identification
number; the funds then are transferred from the participant’s SNAP account to the retailer’s bank
account. Participants may use their benefits in any authorized store in any state. In some states,
participants may access benefits from other programs, such as Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF).

In 2009, more than 210,000 stores were authorized to accept SNAP benefits. Table 1.1 shows
the distribution by store type.

Table 1.1 FNS-Authorized Retailers by Store Type, 2009

Store Type Number Percent
Supermarket/supercenter 37,319 17.7%
Large/medium grocery 15,897 7.6%
Small grocery 19,796 9.4%
Convenience 74,640 35.4%
Specialty 14,200 6.7%
Other 48,704 23.1%
Total 210,556 100.0%

Source: Mathematica tabulation of the 2009 STARS Data.

Note: Specialty stores include bakeries, fruit and vegetable markets, meat and poultry markets, and
seafood markets. Other stores include grocery stores combined with another store type (such
as dollar stores), delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.

2. SNAP Benefit Timing

As shown in Table 1.2, most states do not issue benefits to all participants on the first day of the
month, but in a more staggered way, depending on the name or case identifier of the household. If
households do not spend all of their benefits by the time of the next issuance, the new issuance is
added to the remaining benefit.
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Table 1.2 Benefit Issuance Schedules for States, Territories, and the District of Columbia

South Carolina
South Dakota

Last digit of case number
Not staggered

'
—_

State Determinant Date of Issuance
Alabama Last 2 digits of case number 4-18
Alaska Not staggered 1
Arizona First letter of last name 1-13
Arkansas Last digit of Social Security number 4,5,8,9,10,11,12,13
California Case number or last name (varies by county) 1-10
Colorado Last digit of Social Security number 1-10
Connecticut First letter of last name 1-3
Delaware First letter of last name 5-11
District of Columbia  First letter of last name 1-10
Florida 8th and 9th digit of 10-digit case number, 1-15
read backwards
Georgia Last digit of case number 5-14
Guam Not staggered 31o0r1®
Hawaii First letter of last name 3,5
Idaho Case number 1-5
Illinois Case type and number 1,3,4,7,8,10,11,14,17,19, 21, 23°
Indiana First letter of last name 1-10
lowa First letter of last name 1-10
Kansas First letter of last name 1-10
Kentucky Last digit of Social Security number 1-10
Louisiana Last digit of Social Security number 5-14
Maine Last digit of recipient's birth date 10-14
Maryland First letter of last name 6-15
Massachusetts Last digit of Social Security number 1,2,4,5,7,8,10,11,13, 14
Michigan Last digit of case number 1-9 or 3-10¢
Minnesota Last digit of case number 4-13
Mississippi Last 2 digits of case number 5-19
Missouri Client's birth month and last name 1-22
Montana Last digit of case number 2-6
Nebraska Last digit of Social Security number 1-5
Nevada Not staggered 1
New Hampshire Not staggered 5
New Jersey 7th digit of case number 1-5¢
New Mexico Last 2 digits of Social Security number 1-20
New York Last digit of case number 1-9 (upstate); dates vary monthly (NYC)
North Carolina Last digit of Social Security number 3-12
North Dakota Not staggered 1
Ohio Last digit of case number 1-10¢
Oklahoma Not staggered 1
Oregon Last digit of Social Security number 1-9
Pennsylvania Last digit of case number dates vary by month and county
Rhode Island Not staggered 1
1
1
1
1
5
1
1
1
1
1
2
1

Tennessee Last 2 digits of Social Security number -1

Texas Last digit of case number ,3,5,6,7,9,11,12,13,15
Utah First letter of last name , 11,15

Vermont Not staggered

Virgin Islands Not staggered

Virginia Not staggered

Washington Last digit of case nhumber -10

West Virginia First letter of last name -9

Wisconsin 8th digit of Social Security number ,3,5,6,8,9,11,12, 14,15
Wyoming First letter of last nhame -4

*The transaction data suggested benefits were issued on the 31st instead of the 1st except for September 2009. As
a result, we define each month as the last date of the previous month through the penultimate date of the current
month, except for August and September 2009. We define August as July 31-August 31 and September as

September 1-September 30.

*The 4th, 7th, and 10th were added as dates for households receiving medical benefits in addition to SNAP

benefits.

‘The state rolled out a new computer system during FY 2009, staggered by county. When the new system was
introduced in a county, issuance dates shifted from 1-9 to 3-10.

‘Warren County assigns all benefits on the 1st; Hudson County assigns benefits on the 1st and 2nd; Essex and

Camden counties distribute benefits from the 1st through 5th, except in specific cases.

*Most counties distribute benefits on the 1st of the month, while about 15 percent stagger benefits from the 1st
through the 10th. No county by county schedule was available, so issuance dates were imputed for all households

in the state.



Introduction and Background

In most cases, third-party vendors, including J.P. Morgan, eFunds, and ACS Government
Solutions, negotiate contracts with individual states or groups of states to provide EBT cards to
participants and process the benefits and purchase transactions. They also provide customer service,
which may include account balance inquiries.

3. SNAP Benefit Redemption

Using data from fiscal year 2003, Cole and Lee (2005) conducted a study for FNS to identify
how participants redeemed their benefits and if the patterns differed across states or demographic
groups. Cole and Lee studied SNAP EBT transaction data for 13 million households, totaling more
than $19 billion in food spending.

They found that SNAP participants tended to make several small purchases each month and
shop at more than one store. On average, per month, participants spent $25.50 per transaction, used
their benefits 7.6 times, and shopped at 3.4 stores. They made most of their purchases at
supermarkets, which accounted for 64 percent of transactions and 83 percent of benefit
expenditures.

As discussed above, households with income remaining after accounting for household
expenses receive a benefit that is less than the maximum and are expected to make some food
purchases with their own funds. In 2003, this was true for 76 percent of households (Cunnyngham
and Brown 2004). Because EBT payments are issued once per month, households may choose to
spend all of their allotment soon after issuance and make later purchases with their own funds or
may distribute the allotment over the course of the month. Cole and Lee found that households
tended to spend their allotment quickly—063 percent of households used at least half of their benefit
within the first week following issuance and 56 percent used 90 percent of it within two weeks. In
total, households redeemed 80 percent of benefits within two weeks of issuance (97 percent by the
end of the month).

4. SNAP Benefit Increase

The value of the SNAP benefit is set each year based on the cost of the TFP for a family of
four in June of the prior year, with adjustments for household size and geographic area (if outside of
the Continental United States). As demonstrated in Table 1.3, the cost of the TFP in June 2008 led
to setting the 2009 SNAP benefit allotment at $588 for a family of four.

Because the cost of food, and thus the cost of the TFP, rose steadily from June 2007 through
fiscal year 2008, the maximum benefit was not covering the full cost of the TFP. As a result,
Congress established an increase in the benefit through ARRA, effective April 2009. The increase
was larger than needed to account for this. In addition, food prices had begun to fall, so by the time
the ARRA increase took effect, the TFP and the benefit were well aligned.

Table 1.4 shows the maximum benefit, by household size, before and after the ARRA increase.
The maximum increased by 13.6 percent. The minimum benefit for households of size one and two
also increased from $14 to $16 and the maximum benefit allotments for households in Alaska,
Hawaii, Guam, and the Virgin Islands also increased (see Leftin et al. 2010 for more information).
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Table 1.3 Comparison of TFP and Maximum SNAP Benefit, Fiscal Years 2008 and 2009, Family of Four

Fiscal Year 2008 Fiscal Year 2009

TFP Benefit Difference TFP Benefit Difference
Month (%) $)r (Percent) (%) $)r (Percent)
October 554.20 542.00 2.2 606.20 588.00 -3.0
November 558.30 542.00 -2.9 604.90 588.00 -2.8
December 561.70 542.00 -3.5 600.80 588.00 -2.1
January 571.80 542.00 -5.2 602.50 588.00 2.4
February 570.20 542.00 -4.9 594.30 588.00 -1.1
March 567.20 542.00 4.4 588.70 588.00 -0.1
April 576.20 542.00 -5.9 585.20 668.00 14.1
May 582.60 542.00 -7.0 583.90 668.00 14.4
June 588.30 542.00 -7.9 583.40 668.00 14.5
July 598.70 542.00 -9.5 581.10 668.00 15.0
August 602.80 542.00 -10.1 577.00 668.00 15.8
September 605.80 542.00 -10.5 576.40 668.00 15.9
Average (fy) 578.15 542.00 -6.3 593.10 620.00 4.5
Average (Oct-Mar) 563.90 542.00 3.9 599.57 588.00 -1.9
Average (April-June) 592.40 542.00 8.5 581.17 668.00 14.9

Source: TFP: Downloaded from http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/usdafoodcost-home.htm on October 4,

2010; maximum benefit: Wolkwitz and Trippe 2009; Leftin et al. 2010.
“TFP reported for family of four: couple ages 19-50 and children ages 6-8 and 9-11.
®'SNAP benefit for family of four in continental United States (Wolkwitz and Trippe 2009; Leftin 2010).

Table 1.4. SNAP Maximum Benefit Before and After ARRA Increase, Continental United States

Household Size Before ARRA Increase After ARRA Increase
1 $176 $200
2 323 367
3 463 526
4 588 668
5 698 793
6 838 952
7 926 1,052
8 1,058 1,202
Each Additional + 132 + 150

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.

The discrepancy between the cost of the TFP and the SNAP benefit level caused concern
among policymakers and advocates. They feared that higher food prices would lead households to
exhaust their benefits earlier, which might lead to poor nutritional intake or hunger later in the
month. Alternatively, inadequate benefits could lead to uneven food spending and periodic episodes
of inadequate food consumption. In fact, Wilde and Ramney (2000) found that households
conducting grocery trips frequently during the month have more consistent food energy intake over
the course of the month than those that do not. Less frequent shopping also has been associated
with reduced consumption of perishable items, such as fresh fruits and vegetables (California Dept.
of Health Services 1998).

Even without rising food prices, some research indicates that SNAP participants shop less
frequently than others. According to the Food Marketing Institute ([FMI] 2008), consumers in the
general population make an average of two trips to the supermarket per week. For SNAP
participants, at least before implementation of EBT, Bradbard etal. (1997), Fraker (1995), and
Blaylock (1989) found an association between participation and frequency of grocery shopping,
indicating that SNAP participation substantially reduces the probability of shopping once a week or
more.
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5. Additional Effects of the Economic Recession

The economic recession has caused households to change some behaviors. Rising gasoline
prices have led them to combine shopping trips and eat at home more often (The Nielsen Company
2010a; The Hartman Group 2009; McWilliams and Kesmodel 2008). Higher-income households are
making more food shopping trips, while the frequency for middle- and lower-income households
has remained steady (Nielsen 2009b), possibly as a result of eating at home more often. Households
also have been spending less on non-food items, enabling them to maintain the amount spent on
food (SymphonyRI 2010). Older low-income shoppers tend to shop more frequently, to take
advantage of the best deals (Nielsen 2010b), and at more accessible stores, given their physical
limitations (Whelan et al. 2002); younger shoppers tend to shop less frequently but spend more per
transaction (Nielsen 2010b).

6. Access to Food Retailers

Traditional supermarkets tend to be the main source of food shopping for 71 to 79 percent of
the general population; discount stores, warehouses, and supercenters are the main source for 18 to
24 percent of shoppers (FMI 2003; FMI 2008). Leibtag and Lynch (2007) found that income levels
did not affect the types of stores at which consumers shopped, but location did: shoppers in
metropolitan areas had a greater tendency to shop at grocery stores and a lesser tendency to shop at
supercenters and warehouse clubs. This was expected because metropolitan areas tend to have more
grocery stores but fewer supercenters. As an example, Raja at el. (2008) found that, in Erie County,
Pennsylvania, supermarkets are concentrated in 20 percent of neighborhoods, while grocery stores
are concentrated in 30 percent of neighborhoods. Cole and Lee (2005) indicated that, while about
83 percent of SNAP dollars are spent at supermarkets, shoppers in metropolitan areas were more
likely to shop at small grocery stores.

Case studies in metropolitan areas indicate that supermarkets tend to be in predominantly white
neighborhoods, while smaller grocery stores are in predominantly black or Hispanic neighborhoods
(Raja et al 2008; Moore and Diez Roux 20006). The predominantly minority areas tend to have more
small grocery and convenience stores than the predominantly white areas and, in some cases, more
fruit and vegetable and meat and fish markets (Diez Roux 2000).

Distance to a supermarket can be a deciding factor in where participants redeem their benefits.
In a 2009 report to Congress, the USDA determined that 2.3 million households (2.2 percent of all
households) lived more than one mile from a supermarket and had no access to a vehicle (USDA
2009). Another 3.4 million households lived one-half to one mile from a supermarket and had no
access to a vehicle. Among the low-income population (household income under 200 percent of
poverty), the USDA estimated that 0.9 million households lived in low-income areas, were more
than one mile from a supermarket, and had no access to a vehicle. Wright Morton and Blanchard
(2007) found that households in counties where all residents live more than 10 miles from any
supermarket or supercenter are more common in the western half of the United States. Almost all
households in these counties (98 percent) live in non-metro areas with fewer than 10,000 people in a
town or city. These households are also more likely to have members with no high school degree,
and those who are older, have higher poverty rates, and have lower median family income than
households in counties with supermarkets or supercenters closer by. These counties have more small
grocery and convenience stores than counties where residents live closer to a supermarket or
supercenter.
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Of particular concern regarding lack of access to supermarkets is the belief that smaller stores
have higher prices and lower-quality fresh fruits and vegetables than larger stores. Although some
studies provide evidence for this concern, particularly in urban areas (Johnson et al. 1996; Chung
and Myers 1999), others have found that smaller stores sometimes have lower prices than
supermarkets, especially for culturally specific foods (Short et al. 2007; Moore and Diez Roux 2000).
Some of the larger chains also are increasing their presence in urban areas by opening smaller stores
(Nielsen Company 2010b), which may allow households in urban areas better access to lower-priced
and higher-quality foods.

Although access to the largest stores may still be limited in urban areas, overall access to
supercenters, supermarkets, and warehouse clubs is increasing. From 2001 to 2008, the number of
supercenters increased by more than 100 percent, supermarkets by 5 percent, and warehouse clubs
by 31 percent (Nielsen Company 2009c), although some of these have closed because of the

economic recession.

B. Research Objectives

For the current study, we analyzed SNAP benefit redemption in fiscal year 2009 by combining
several data sources identified in Section C below. In particular, at both national and state levels we
sought to identify the following:

e How often do SNAP participants redeem their benefit and how much of it do they
spend on each purchase transaction?

e At what types of stores do SNAP participants redeem their benefit?
e How quickly do participants spend their benefit?
e How often do they skip a month or more of using their benefit?

e How often do they have their benefit left over at the end of the month, and how much is
left over?

e How do redemption patterns vary by household characteristic?

In addition, we investigated changes related to the ARRA benefit increase and present data
across different time periods: each quarter of fiscal year 2009, March and April 2009, and the six
months before and after the increase. We refer to the investigation of the patterns for the full fiscal

year as the “fiscal year analysis” and the investigation of the patterns within the fiscal year as the
“ARRA analysis.”

C. Data Files and Overview of Methodology

To conduct the study, we relied primarily on three data sets: the Anti-Fraud Locator for EBT
Redemption Transaction (ALERT), an extract from the Store Tracking and Redemption Subsystem
(STARS), and the SNAP Quality Control (QC) data.

e ALERT. The ALERT data have a record of each EBT transaction for each participating
household. Each record contains the store identification number, SNAP household
identifier, EBT card number, date and time of transaction, transaction type and amount,
and account balance. This is full population data, requiring 250 gigabytes of storage.
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e STARS. STARS data have a record of each of the more than 210,000 retailers
authorized to accept SNAP benefits. Each record in the extract contains a store
identification number; location (city, state, ZIP code); and business type (supermarket,
grocery, convenience, specialty, etc.). We further categorized store types for the two sets

of analyses (Table L.5).

Table 1.5 Store Classifications

ARRA Analysis?

Fiscal Year Analysis

FNS Categories

Supermarket/Supercenter

Supercenter/Supermarket

Super Centers/Chain Store
Supermarket

Large/Medium Grocery Store

Large/Medium Grocery Store

Large Grocery Store
Medium Grocery Store

Other

Small Grocery Store

Small Grocery Store

Convenience

Convenience Store

Specialty Food

Bakery/Bread
Fruits/Vegetables
Meat/Poultry Products
Seafood Products

Other

Combination Grocery/Other
Delivery Route

Farmers Market

Nonprofit Food Buying Cooperative
Wholesaler

“The smaller number of store types for the ARRA analysis helps to keep the analysis more concise

and limit the number of tables.

e SNAP QC. This is a national sample of 48,000 to 50,000 participating SNAP
households. Each record contains a household identification number; ZIP code of the
local agency; and information related to household composition, demographics, income,

and selected expenses.

We also gathered additional information from the states, territories, and the District of
Columbia and other sources to assist in the analyses, including the following:

e State SNAP agency crosswalk files. We collected the state “crosswalk” data necessary
to match households from the SNAP QC data with ALERT data, needed when the QC
household identifier did not match directly with the ALERT household identifier. The
files identified which ALERT household matched each SNAP QC household.

e State EBT issuance schedules. We gathered state schedules from FNS, state websites,

and state administrators.

e Poverty data by county. Data are available through USDA’s Economic Research
Service (ERS) website, indicating persistence of poverty and population density by
county, as measured through Census 2000.

As described in Appendix E, we carefully examined each of the data sets and performed several
types of data cleaning and editing. We then merged the data from different sources and created

several analysis files:

e ALERT issuance month files. The issuance month files answer questions about how
quickly participants spend their benefits after issuance, how much money they carry over
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into the next month, and the prevalence of account inactivity. To create the files, we
aligned the records by the date of issuance rather than the first day of the calendar
month. Because the ALERT data do not include a separate record to indicate the date of
issuance, the issuance date must be assigned based on our knowledge of the state
issuance schedule or inferred from the existing transaction data, based on observed
increases in the EBT balance. However, the programming required to identify the
issuance day for each household and realign the records according to this day is
computationally intensive. For this reason, we used a random sample of 10,000
households per month for each state to create these files (which may include the entire
caseload in states with small caseloads). Weighting ensures that the national tabulations
reflect the actual distribution of households, transactions, and benefits across the states.
The sample sizes for these tables result in confidence intervals approximately +0.1
percentage points around the proportion at the national level and +1.0 percentage points
at the state level.

e ALERT calendar month files. The most straightforward analysis files are the ALERT
calendar month files. We used these files to calculate the number of benefit transactions
households make in a month, the average amount, and the types of stores participants
frequent. To create the files, we combined the full cleaned ALERT data with the STARS
data by using the store identifier and aligned the records by the first day of the calendar
month. Although in most states, the calendar month does not align with the issuance
month (that is, most states do not issue benefits to all participants on the first day of the
calendar month), the calendar month remains a reasonable time unit for identifying the
average number of transactions in a month and the average amount spent per month
and per transaction. Most households receive a consistent benefit over consecutive
months, so redemption patterns from the current month that flow into the next month
will be consistent with those from the previous month that flow into the current month
and will not change the averages. Using full population data means that all differences
are statistically significant, although some may be so small as to not be substantively
meaningful.

e ALERT-QC matched files. The ALERT data do not provide any household
characteristics. For this reason, to analyze differences in redemption patterns across
characteristics, we created files that include both the household characteristics from the
SNAP QC sample data and the ALERT transaction data. To do so, we merged the QC
sample households with their EBT transaction data from the ALERT file, using the
household identifiers on each file. We built two files—one matched with the issuance
month file and one matched with the calendar month file. Because the SNAP QC data
are created from a sample of households drawn each month, and the characteristics of
the household are available only in the month in which the household is sampled, we
limited the ALERT transactions in the matched file to those that occurred before,
during, and after the sample month. This helped to prevent errors in classifying
households by characteristic if households changed over time. We conducted statistical
significance testing to account for the measurement error in the SNAP QC data.

Each of the analysis files consists of averages based on transaction data for households active in
each month. They include variables with transactions averaged by each store type, total monthly
benefit redemption categories, transaction levels, levels of inactivity, and percentage of benefits
redeemed by days of the month.
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D. Layout of Report

We present our findings in the following chapters. In Chapter 11, we focus on general spending
patterns of SNAP recipients, such as the number of transactions per month, the average amount of
each transaction, and the number and types of stores frequented. We present the analysis at both the
national and state levels and discuss how the patterns vary by subgroups. In Chapter III, we examine
how quickly participants exhaust their benefit at the national and state level, and by subgroup. We
also discuss the amount of benefit carried over to the next month. In Chapter IV, we study how
often participants do not use their benefit for a month or more. In Chapter V, we focus on how
patterns change within the fiscal year, focusing in particular on differences before and after the
ARRA increase. Finally, in Chapter VI, we discuss how patterns changed from fiscal year 2003,
comparing 2009 results with 2003 results as presented in Cole and Lee (2005).

The appendices of the report provide supporting and additional tables. Appendix A focuses on
fiscal year patterns of spending by subgroup and provides the associated distribution of households
across the subgroups. Appendix B focuses on fiscal year patterns by state. Appendix C shows the
results by state within the fiscal year, and Appendix D by subgroup within the fiscal year. Appendix
E provides additional details of the data sources and development of the analysis files. Appendix F
presents details of how we categorized states by store density and caseload size.

10
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Il. PATTERNS OF TRANSACTIONS AND STORE USE

By examining the general household redemption patterns of SNAP benefits, we build a better
understanding of how often SNAP participants redeem their benefits, how large their purchases are,
and at what types of stores they typically redeem them. We examine the patterns based on
characteristics of the participants and regions of the country. The tabulations in this analysis use the
ALERT calendar month files.

The key findings are:

e Households made many small purchases with their benefits, averaging 9.3 transactions
per month (more than 3.4 for every $100 spent), at almost $30 each.

e Houscholds with higher benefits redeemed their benefits more often and had higher
than average per-transaction costs.

e On average, households redeemed their benefits at approximately 4 different stores.

e Transactions at supermarkets and supercenters accounted for almost two-thirds of
transactions and 84 percent of benefits redeemed. Fifteen percent of transactions were
made at convenience stores.

A. Average Transactions and Dollars
1. Household Redemption During Fiscal Year 2009

On average, 15.2 million households per month in fiscal year 2009 redeemed their SNAP
benefit to purchase food. Households made several purchases with their benefit, averaging
9.3 purchase transactions per month.! However, the distribution of the number of transactions
shows a wide range across households: neatly one-third of households averaged 2 to 5 transactions
in a month and 8.5 percent made more than 20 transactions (Figure 1I.1). On average, households
made 3.4 transactions per every $100 in benefits spent. Most transactions were relatively small, the
average amounting to $29.48 (Figure 11.2). However, while more than one-fifth of transactions were
less than $5, 1.2 percent was more than $200.

!'The ALERT data record several types of transactions (such as voids, refunds, and balance inquiries). We removed
balance inquiries and accounted for voids and refunds in our data cleaning procedures (see Appendix E). The statistics
related to transactions reflect the remaining purchase transactions.

11
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Figure 1.1 Wide Range in Number of Transactions Made by Households Each Month
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Figure 1.2 Most Transactions Were Under $25
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Not surprisingly, much of the variation across households in the number of transactions and
average benefit amount relates to the range in the total benefit available for households to spend
each month. The average number of transactions and the average transaction amount increased with
the total amount of the benefit redeemed (Table II.1). Households that spent $25 or less (5.1

12
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percent of all households) averaged 1.7 transactions per month and $8.06 per transaction.
Households that spent $500 or more (14.1 percent of all households), averaged 17.5 transactions at
$38.04 per transaction. About one-fifth of households spent $151-$200 per month through 7.8
transactions that averaged $23.24 each.

Table 1.1 The Number of Transactions and Dollar Amounts Increased with Total Redemption Amount

Total Monthly EBT Redemption (Percentage of Households)

Monthly
Household $26- | $51- |$101-($151-|%$201-|%$251-|$301-|$351-| $401-|$451-
Average | <=$25 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 | 400 450 500 |>$500
Total
Redemption |$274.64 5.1%| 3.9%| 8.7%| 9.8%|21.3%|8.6% 5.9%| 7.5% | 6.5% | 3.9% | 4.5%|14.1%
Average
Number of
Transactions 9.3 1.7 2.8 4.1 5.8 7.8 |8.9 9.7 110.7 [12.1 12.9 13.8 |17.5
Average

Transaction

Amount $29.48 $8.06 |$13.87 ($18.76 [$21.76 |$23.24 |$25.18 |$28.83 [$30.59 {$31.09 |$33.11 [$34.39 |$38.04

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.
2. Differences Across Subgroups

Many of the findings by subgroup can be tied to the total benefit available for the household to
redeem, which in turn, is tied to household size. As seen in Table II.2, the average number of
transactions increased with household size (from 6.5 transactions per month for a one-person
household to 14.7 per month for a four-person household), and the average amount increased from
$24.74 to $38.52.

Table I11.2 The Number of Transactions and Dollar Amounts Increased with Household Size

Average Number of

Transactions per Average Transaction Total Monthly
Household Size Household Amount ($) Redemption
1 6.5 24.74 144.00
2 9.3* 31.22* 267.00*
3 11.8*% 34.94* 383.00*
4+ 14.7% 38.52% 529.31*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in proportions and amounts (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to households of size one. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to control for
multiplicity in the number of tests.

In fiscal year 2009, on average, SNAP households with children were larger than households
without children (3.3 persons versus 1.1 persons (Leftin et al. 2010)). Table IL.3 shows that,
consistent with their larger size, households with children made almost twice as many purchases, on
average, than those without children. The average transaction amount for households with children
($35.82) was also larger than for those without children ($25.09). This resulted in a total redemption
for households with children of almost $400 per month and just over $150 per month for those
without children.

13
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Table 11.3 The Number of Transactions and Dollar Amounts Varied by Household Composition

Average Number of

Transactions per Average Transaction Total Monthly
Subgroup Household Amount (%) Redemption ($)
With and Without Children
Households with children 12.0 35.82 398.80
Households without children 6.7% 25.09* 152.61%
Types of Households with Children
Single-adult households 11.7 35.57 383.21
Multiple-adult households 13.5% 37.03% 469.30%
Children only 10.0* 33.54* 314.83*
All Households, by Type
With elderly 6.0 24.55 136.22
With disabled, nonelderly 7.2% 31.00% 203.23*
With children, no elderly or disabled 12.3* 35.78* 407.49*
Other households 8.3* 25.39 189.00%

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in proportions and amounts (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to households in the first row of each category. The Bonferroni adjustment
was used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

Table 11.3 also indicates that, among households with children, households with multiple adults
redeemed their benefits more often and spent more during the month than single-adult households;
households with child participants only (for example, participating children living with ineligible
noncitizens) made fewer transactions and spent less both per transaction and overall during the
month. Households with multiple adults made an average of 13.5 purchases in a month, with an
average value of $37.03, while single-adult households made an average of 11.7 purchases at $35.57
per transaction. In total, households with multiple adults spent an average of $86 more per month
than single-adult households, reflecting their larger average household size (4.4 persons versus 3.1
persons, respectively). Households with child participants only made an average of 10.0 visits per
month at $33.54 per transaction and spent a total of $314.83 per month.

Households with elderly members made fewer transactions and spent less in the month than
other types. They made 6.0 purchases on average, while households with nonelderly disabled
members made 7.2 purchases. Households with children but no eldetly or disabled members made
the most purchases on average (12.3), while other households made, on average, 8.3 purchases in a
month. Similarly, households with elderly spent $24.55 per transaction, while households with
nonelderly disabled members spent $31.00, and households with children but no eldetly or disabled
members spent $35.78.

Although substantial variation occurred in total redemption patterns by household size, less
variation occutred by the race/ethnicity of the household head. Table I1.4 shows that households
headed by non-Hispanic white and African American participants made a similar number of
transactions in a month and spent a similar per-transaction amount. Households headed by Hispanic
individuals made a number of transactions similar to those headed by non-Hispanic white and
African American individuals but spent slightly more per transaction, increasing their overall
monthly spending slightly. Households headed by Asian individuals made more transactions but
spent less per transaction.

14
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Table 1.4 Limited Variation in
Household Head

Number of Transactions and Amounts by Race/Ethnicity of the

Race/Ethnicity of

Average Number
of Transactions

Average Transaction

Total Monthly

Household Head per Household Amount ($) Redemption ($)
White, non-Hispanic 8.5 32.41 255.12
African American, non-Hispanic 8.8 31.75 253.40
Hispanic, all races 8.8 34.84% 284.76*
Asian 12.2* 25.98* 300.64*
Native American 10.0* 31.28 281.62*
Unknown?® 11.9* 34.30 366.04*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in proportions and amounts (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to households with a white, non-Hispanic household head. The Bonferroni
adjustment was used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

2 Includes non-Hispanic individuals with multiple reported races (less than one percent of all household
heads) and individuals of unknown race (22 percent of all household heads).

Households with earnings and those receiving TANF redeemed more benefits than households
without earnings and those without TANF, respectively, both by redeeming benefits more often and
spending more per transaction (Table IL.5).

Table 11.5 Households with Earnings, with TANF, and with Short Certification Periods Made More
Transactions and Spent More per Transaction than Households without Earnings, without TANF, and
with Long Certification Periods

Average Number

of Transactions Average Transaction Total Monthly

Subgroup per Household Amount (%) Redemption ($)
Employment Status

Households with earnings 10.8 33.19 334.66
Households without earnings 8.7% 31.19* 248.12*
Receipt of TANF

Yes 12.6 34.20 395.39
No 9.0* 31.54~ 261.22*
Months in Certification Period

< 6 months 10.7 33.75 332.02
7-12 months 9.2 31.43* 265.58*
>12 months 6.3 25.50* 146.26%
Benefit Amount

Minimum benefit 1.9 11.08 20.41
Maximum benefit 9.7* 31.15* 275.23*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in proportions and amounts (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to households in the first row of each category. The Bonferroni adjustment
was used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

The certification period for households represents the length of time before a household must
reapply for benefits. Typically, the certification period assigned at the household’s first approval is
tied to the expected instability of its income. Thus, households with earnings typically have short
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certification periods (approximately 6 months), and households including elderly, often on fixed
incomes, typically have long certification periods (approximately 24 months). In Table IL.5, we show
that households with shorter certification periods made more transactions and spent more per
transaction than those with longer certification periods.

Households receiving the minimum benefit ($14 for one- and two-person households in
October 2008 through March 2009, and $16 for one- and two-person households in April 2009
through September 2009 in the contiguous states) typically averaged about two transactions per
month. Their total redemption per month was $20.41, indicating that they saved at least some of
their benefit from the previous month and made multiple larger purchases than otherwise would be
possible.

Relative to households in the Northeast Region, households in most other regions made fewer
transactions per month but of larger value, resulting in total monthly redemption values that, in
most regions, were not statistically different from each other. Table I1.6 shows that households in
the Northeast Region made an average of 9.9 purchases per month with a per-transaction value of
$29.56. Households in the Mid-Atlantic, Southeast, and Mountain Plains Regions had fewer
transactions but made larger purchases: 8.5 purchases for an average amount of $32.98 in the Mid-
Atlantic Region, 8.6 purchases averaging $34.01 in the Southeast Region, and 9.2 transactions with
an average of $31.53 per purchase in the Mountain Plains Region. Households in the Southwest
Region made numbers of transactions similar to those of households in the Northeast Region, but
spent more per transaction, resulting in a larger total monthly redemption.

Table 1.6 Geographic Locations Having a Lower Number of Transactions Generally Had Higher Per-
Transaction Amounts

Average Number of

Transactions per Average Transaction Total Monthly
Subgroup Household Amount (%) Redemption ($)
Total U.S. 9.3 $29.48 $274.64
Region
Northeast 9.9 29.56 266.56
Mid-Atlantic 8.5% 32.98* 254.63
Midwest 9.0* 31.30 269.94
Southeast 8.6 34.01% 259.05
Southwest 10.1 32.22% 300.87*
Mountain Plains 9.2* 31.53% 268.26
Western 10.3 30.54 289.82*
Metro/Non-Metro Areas?2
Metropolitan 9.5 31.74 275.84
Non-metro, micropolitan 9.0* 32.31 268.19*
Non-metro, non-core 8.5* 32.35 255.56*
County with Persistent Poverty?
Yes 10.0 30.27 280.73
No 9.3* 31.99% 272.15

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

2Excludes households in Guam and the Virgin Islands.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in proportions and amounts (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to households in the first row of each category. The Bonferroni adjustment
was used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.
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Households in metropolitan areas made more transactions with their SNAP benefits than
households in micropolitan and non-core areas but spent similar amounts per transaction.
Households in counties with persistent poverty made more transactions than households without
persistent poverty but spent less per transaction.

3. Differences Across States

The states that had the lowest average number of transactions per month were also the states
that had the lowest percentage of households with more than 20 transactions per month. Similarly,
the states with the highest average number of transactions were the states that had the highest
percentage of households with more than 20 transactions per month. Households in New
Hampshire, Massachusetts, Florida, Wyoming, and the District of Columbia averaged fewer than 8
transactions per month and were the only states where 5 percent or fewer of their households made
more than 20 transactions (Table I1.7, red shading). Households in Alaska, Arizona, Oklahoma,
New York, California, Hawaii, and Guam averaged at least 10 transactions per month and were the
only states where more than 10 percent of their households made more than 20 transactions per
month (blue shading).

Table 1.7 Ten Geographic Areas with the Highest and Lowest Average Number of Monthly
Transactions per Household

Average Average Number of Monthly Transactions
Number of Number of (Percentage of Households)
Transactions | Transactions
per per $100 of

Household Benefits One 2-5 6-10 11-15 | 16-20 >20
Total U.S. 9.3 3.4 7.9 30.4 28.9 16.2 8.2 8.5
Ten with Lowest
Average
New Hampshire 7.5 3.0 11.1 36.7 28.8 13.1 5.6 4.6
Massachusetts 7.6 3.2 10.6 37.7 28.5 12.7 5.5 5.0
Florida 7.7 3.1 9.5 36.8 29.5 13.7 5.9 4.7
Wyoming 7.7 2.8 12.0 34.4 28.0 14.2 6.5 4.9
District of Columbia 7.9 3.4 7.8 36.3 31.0 14.0 6.0 4.9
Delaware 8.0 3.1 10.1 36.0 28.5 13.5 6.1 5.9
Minnesota 8.0 3.1 11.6 34.4 27.3 14.0 6.7 6.0
Connecticut 8.0 3.2 8.5 36.1 29.8 13.8 6.2 5.6
Maryland 8.2 3.1 9.2 34.9 29.6 14.1 6.3 5.8
Wisconsin 8.2 3.3 12.6 33.5 26.8 13.8 6.7 6.7
Ten with Highest
Average
Nevada 9.7 3.7 8.5 30.2 27.0 15.9 8.6 9.7
lllinois 9.9 3.6 6.8 28.8 28.8 16.9 8.9 9.8
Oregon 9.9 4.1 7.7 27.5 28.4 17.2 9.2 10.0
Alaska 10.0 2.3 10.1 28.3 26.4 15.7 8.6 10.9
Arizona 10.2 3.5 6.5 27.0 28.9 17.5 9.6 10.5
Oklahoma 10.4 3.7 9.2 27.6 25.3 16.0 9.4 12.5
New York 10.7 4.0 6.5 27.0 27.8 16.9 9.5 12.4
California 10.9 3.4 4.4 23.5 30.6 19.6 10.6 11.2
Hawaii 14.3 3.7 3.2 17.8 24.8 19.3 13.1 21.8
Guam 21.6 3.3 1.0 8.1 14.8 16.3 15.0 449
Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Households in states with the most purchase transactions tended to be the states with the
lowest average purchase amount, though this was not always the case. Table 11.8 shows that Oregon,
New York, Oklahoma, Hawaii, Nevada, and Illinois were in both the group of the ten states with the
highest average of purchase transactions and the ten states with the lowest average purchase amount
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(blue shading). The converse relationship is not as strong. Only four of the ten states with the
highest average transaction amount were in the group of ten states with the lowest average number
of transactions (red shading).

The two non-contiguous states (Alaska and Hawaii) and the two territories (Guam and the
Virgin Islands) stand out in these findings. Alaska had one of the ten highest average number of
transactions and also one of the ten highest average purchase amounts. In Hawaii and Guam, the
average number of transactions almost doubled and tripled, respectively, the average number of
transactions in New Hampshire (the state with the lowest average number of transactions). In
Hawnaii, the higher average number of transactions was partially balanced out by the smaller average
transaction amount, although this was not the case in Guam, which had an average purchase amount
($30.78) closer to the national average. The Virgin Islands had the highest average purchase amount,
but a number of transactions close to the national average (9.0). These findings likely are driven by
the fact that all four of these areas have a higher maximum benefit than the 48 contiguous states
(reflecting relatively higher TFP costs in these areas), leading to higher average benefits.

Table 11.8 Ten States and Territories with Highest and Lowest Average EBT Purchase Amount

Dollar Amount of EBT Purchase Transactions

Average (Percentage of Transactions)

Purchase

Amount $76- $101-

$) <$5 $5-10 $11-25 $26-50 $51-75 100 200 >%200

Total U.S. 29.48 21.4 22.8 24.1 15.0 6.6 3.6 5.2 1.2
Ten with Lowest
Average
Oregon 24.30 24.7 25.0 24.7 13.2 5.0 2.8 3.8 0.8
New York 25.00 23.7 26.9 24.8 12.0 4.8 2.6 4.0 1.2
Oklahoma 26.75 26.7 23.8 21.6 13.2 5.8 3.2 4.6 1.2
Washington 26.75 20.5 23.7 26.5 15.2 5.8 3.2 4.2 1.0
Hawaii 26.99 19.9 24.6 26.5 15.0 6.0 3.0 4.0 1.2
lowa 27.27 22.2 23.7 24.3 14.6 6.2 3.4 4.6 1.0
Nevada 27.31 25.3 22.4 23.0 14.2 6.0 3.4 4.6 1.2
Michigan 27.95 25.4 22.2 22.2 14.2 6.4 3.6 5.0 1.2
lllinois 28.16 24.3 22.4 22.6 14.4 6.6 3.6 5.0 1.0
Kansas 28.52 21.8 22.5 24.5 15.2 6.6 3.6 4.8 1.2
Ten with Highest
Average
Delaware 32.05 21.1 21.8 23.4 15.0 7.0 4.2 6.0 1.6
Alabama 32.08 20.0 21.2 24.0 15.8 7.4 4.0 5.8 1.6
North Dakota 32.13 13.9 21.2 28.1 18.4 7.6 4.0 5.4 1.2
Maryland 32.61 22.0 21.2 22.7 15.2 7.0 4.2 6.0 1.8
Georgia 32.93 20.0 21.0 23.7 16.0 7.4 4.2 6.0 1.6
Vermont 33.29 16.4 22.4 26.5 16.2 6.8 3.8 6.0 1.8
New Hampshire 33.82 17.3 21.3 25.4 16.4 7.2 4.2 6.4 1.8
Wyoming 35.23 14.4 20.5 26.9 18.2 7.8 4.2 6.0 2.0
Alaska 43.00 11.0 17.7 27.5 20.2 8.8 4.8 6.8 3.2
Virgin Islands 48.69 13.1 19.7 24.0 16.4 8.0 5.0 9.2 5.0
Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.
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B. Transactions by Store Type

Knowing that, on average, households used their benefit about nine times per month, we now
examine the number and type of stores at which they redeemed their benefit.

1. Number and Type of Stores Frequented During Fiscal Year 2009

During the month, households redeemed their benefit at 4.1 different stores, on average. About
a quarter of households redeemed their benefits at six or more stores, while 15.6 percent redeemed
it at just one store (Figure 11.3). Although EBT cards allow households to redeem benefits at stores
in other states, only 5 percent of households redeemed any of their benefit in a state other than the
state in which they resided (not shown). The out-of-state transactions accounted for 2.2 percent of
all transactions and 2.6 percent of benefits redeemed. When households redeemed their benefit out
of state, they redeemed 48.0 percent of that month’s benefit, on average.

Figure 11.3 Households Redeemed Their Benefit at Several Different Stores During the Month
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Households most often redeemed their benefit at supermarkets and supercenters, and the per-
transaction value of purchases at these stores was highest. Transactions at supermarkets and
supercenters accounted for almost two-thirds of transactions (Figure I1.4) and had the highest per-
transaction average (at $38.70) (Figure IL.5). As a result, 84.3 percent of benefits were redeemed at
supermarkets and supercenters. Participants used their benefit at convenience stores (15.1 percent of
transactions) more often than at large and small groceries combined (summing to 11.2 percent of
transactions). However, the per-transaction average at convenience stores was smaller than at
grocery stores ($7.86 at convenience stores and $18.88 and $12.49 for large/medium and small
grocery stores, respectively), resulting in a larger percentage of benefits being redeemed at the
grocery stores than at convenience stores (Figure I1.6).
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Figure 1.4 Almost Two-Thirds of Transactions Took Place at Supermarkets and Supercenters
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Source:

Note:

Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
table. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.

Figure 11.5 Average Transaction Amounts Were Largest at Supermarkets and Supercenters and
Smallest at Convenience Stores
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Note:

Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the table.
Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets, meat and
poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination with other
stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and wholesalers.
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Figure 11.6 More than Three-Quarters of Benefits Were Spent at Supermarkets and Supercenters
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Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
table. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.

Households with the lowest total redemption ($25 or less) spent a smaller than average
percentage of their benefits at supermarkets and supercenters (77.6 percent). Households at all other
benefit levels spent at least 80 percent of their benefits at supermarkets and supercenters
(Table I11.9).

Table 119 Households with Lowest Benefit Redemption Redeemed Fewer Benefits at
Supermarkets/Supercenters than Other Households

Percentage of Benefits Redeemed at

Household Total Monthly Redemption Supermarkets/Supercenters
<=$25 77.6
$26-50 81.4
$51-100 84.3
$101-150 84.4
$151-200 81.1
$201-250 84.3
$251-300 85.7
$301-350 85.7
$351-400 85.1
$401-450 86.1
$451-500 85.8
>$500 84.4

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.
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While some households redeemed all of their benefit in the month at supermarkets and
supercenters, others did not redeem any of their benefit at these types of stores. As seen in Table
I1.10, two-fifths of households redeemed their benefits at supermarkets and supercenters only, while
just one percent or less redeemed benefits exclusively at grocery or convenience stores. On the other
hand, as seen in Table II.11, 3.7 percent of households did not rely on supermarkets and
supercenters when redeeming their benefit, particularly those with the lowest total monthly
redemption ($50 or less). The higher the benefit, however, the more likely a household was to
redeem at least some of their benefit at a supermarket or supercenter.

Table 11.10 About Two-Fifths of Households Redeemed Benefits Exclusively at Supermarkets and
Supercenters

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefit

Store Type Exclusively at Store Type
Supermarkets/Supercenters 39.5
Grocery Stores 1.0
Convenience Stores 0.6

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.

Table 11.11 Many Households with the Lowest Benefit Redemption Never Redeemed Benefit at
Supermarkets/Supercenters

Percentage of Households with No

Household Total Monthly Redemption Supermarket/Supercenter Redemption
All Households 3.7
Households by Total Monthly Redemption

<=$25 20.6
$26-50 10.3
$51-100 5.7
$101-150 3.7
$151-200 4.0
$201-250 2.0
$251-300 1.3
$301-350 1.0
$351-400 1.1
$401-450 0.7
$451-500 0.6
>$500 0.6

Source: Mathematica tabulations of ALERT and STARS Data, FY 2009. Average monthly statistics.
2. Differences Across Subgroups

As with the number of transactions and average benefit amount, the number of stores at which
a household shops was tied to the size of the benefit, which also was tied to the household size. We
see this clearly in Table II.12, with almost 20 percent of households of size one redeeming benefits
at only one store in the month, while less than 8 percent of households of size two, less than
3 percent of households of 3, and less than 2 percent of households of size 4 or more redeemed
benefits at just one store in the month. Households of size one also redeemed benefits at just two
stores more often than other household sizes. The turning point was at three and four stores, where
we see that households of larger sizes were more likely to redeem benefits at larger stores than
households of size one. About 45 percent of households of size 4 or more redeemed benefits at six
or more stores during the month.
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Table 11.12 The Number of Stores Utilized Increased with Household Size

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Number of Stores

Household

Size One Two Three Four Five Six or More
1 19.6 24.5 21.4 14.8 8.6 11.2

2 7.5% 15.5* 21.1 17.9* 13.7* 24.4*

3 2.7* 10.9* 17.2* 18.5* 15.5% 35.1%
4+ 1.8 7.5% 13.5* 16.4* 15.5* 45.2*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to the first row in each subgroup category. The Bonferroni adjustment was
used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

Households with children, which are generally larger than households without children,
redeemed their benefits at more stores than households without children (Table I1.13). Households
with children redeemed their benefits at 5.0 stores, on average, while households without children
redeemed them at 3.2 stores.

Households with elderly, as with households without children, redeemed their benefits at fewer
stores than other household types. They averaged 2.8 stores per month and shopped at one or two
stores more than half of the time.

Table 11.13 Households with Different Compositions Showed Differences in the Number of Stores
Utilized

Average Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Number of Stores
Number Six or
of Stores One Two Three Four Five More
With and Without Children
Households with children 5.0 3.7 11.0 17.1 17.6 15.1 35.4
Households without children 3.2% 19.0* 24.0% 21.4% 14.9*% 8.8 12.0%
Types of Households with
Children
Single-adult households 5.1 3.8 10.5 16.3 17.6 16.0 35.9
Multiple-adult households 5.2 2.5% 9.9 17.3 18.3 14.2* 37.8
Children only 4.4% 6.2* 16.1% 20.7* 16.5 12.7* 27.8%
All Households, by Type
With elderly 2.8 29.0 27.2 17.8 11.1 6.0 9.0
With disabled, nonelderly 3.4* 17.9* 23.0* 20.4* 14.8* 9.6* 14.3*
With children, no elderly or
disabled 5.1 3.3* 10.6* 17.1 17.5* 14.9*% 36.6*
Other households 3.9* 7.1% 18.4* 23.7* 19.3* 13.0* 18.5*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to the first row in each subgroup category. The Bonferroni adjustment was
used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

Along with redeeming benefits at fewer stores than other types of households, those with
elderly redeemed a larger percentage of their transactions at supermarkets, supercenters, and grocery
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stores than other household types. They conducted almost 85 percent of their transactions at these
three store types (68.1 percent at supermarkets and supercenters, 10.4 percent at large and medium
grocery stores, and 5.0 percent at small grocery stores). The remaining transactions were distributed
fairly equally across convenience stores, specialty food stores, and other types of stores. In contrast,
most other types of households conducted nearly 15 percent of their transactions at convenience
stores alone. Households of all types conducted most of their transactions at supermarkets and
supercenters, however.

Table 11.14 Households of Different Types Showed Different Preferences for Store Types

Percentage of Transactions Made at Store Type
Super- Large/
markets/ Medium Small Specialty | Other

Supercenters Grocery Grocery | Convenience Food Type
With and Without
Children
Households with children 65.1 6.4 4.2 14.6 2.5 7.2
Households without
children 63.7* 7.4% 4.5 14.0 3.1* 7.3
Types of Households
with Children
Single-adult households 65.1 5.3 4.2 15.7 2.1 7.7
Multiple-adult households 65.5 7.0% 3.2% 14.3*% 2.7% 7.2
Children only 63.6 11.0* 7.3* 9.8* 3.8% 4.5%
All Households, by Type
With elderly 68.1 10.4 5.0 6.0 5.4 5.2
With disabled, nonelderly 63.6* 6.6* 4.8 15.0* 2.1* 8.0*
With children, no elderly
or disabled 65.5% 6.4* 4.0 14.5% 2.5 7.1%
Other households 60.9% 6.1% 4.4 18.4% 2.2% 8.0%

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three
months centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the
distribution of households.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the
table. Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets,
meat and poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination
with other stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and
wholesalers.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made
within table columns relative to the first row in each subgroup category. The Bonferroni adjustment was
used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

The number of stores at which benefits were redeemed varied by the race/ethnicity of the
household head. Households headed by white non-Hispanic individuals redeemed benefits at the
lowest number of stores, while households headed by Asian individuals redeemed benefits at the
highest number of stores (Table II.15). Households headed by white non-Hispanic individuals
redeemed a larger percentage of their benefits at one or two stores than households headed by
individuals of other races/ethnicity. Over one-third of households headed by Asian individuals
redeemed their benefits at six or more stores.
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Table 1.15 The Number of Stores Utilized Varied Somewhat by Race/Ethnicity of the Household
Head

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Number
of Stores
Six or
Race/Ethnicity of Household Head Average One Two Three Four Five More
White, non-Hispanic 3.6 15.6 20.2 20.4 16.4 10.4 17.1
African American, non-Hispanic 4.3* 10.7* 15.8% 19.4 15.3 12.8% 25.9*
Hispanic, any race 4.0* 10.5* 18.3 21.5 16.2 14.2* 19.4
Asian 5.3* 7.7* 12.1* 17.5 15.1 10.8 36.8*
Native American 4.7* 7.1% 13.5* 17.0* 17.5 13.2% 31.7%
Unknown? 5.3* 5.1* 17.5 9.7*% 14.7 11.9 41.2*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to households with a white, non-Hispanic household head. The Bonferroni adjustment was
used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

2 Includes non-Hispanic individuals with multiple reported races (less than one percent of all household heads)
and individuals of unknown race (22 percent of all household heads).

Houscholds headed by Asian individuals also conducted fewer of their transactions at
supermarkets and supercenters than those headed by individuals of other races/ethnicity (Table
I1.16). They also conducted substantially fewer transactions at convenience stores than others.
Instead, many households headed by Asian individuals chose to redeem their benefits at grocery
stores, especially large and medium ones, and specialty food stores.

Table 11.16 Households of Different Race/Ethnicity Show Differences in Types of Stores Utilized

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Store Type

Super- Large/

markets/ Medium Small Conven- Specialty Other
Race/Ethnicity of Household Head Supercenters Grocery Grocery ience Food Type
White, non-Hispanic 70.8 4.2 1.5 13.4 1.2 8.8
African American, non-Hispanic 62.2* 8.1% 4.0* 16.0% 2.4% 7.3%
Hispanic, any race 69.0 9.0% 2.7* 12.4 1.8 5.0*
Asian 58.4* 14.5% 6.3* 3.8* 12.6* 4.4%
Native American 59.7% 6.5* 7.0% 16.3% 2.8* 7.7%
Unknown? 62.1% 5.1 2. 19.0 3.2 8.4

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the table.
Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets, meat and
poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination with other
stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and wholesalers.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to households with a white, non-Hispanic household head. The Bonferroni adjustment was
used to control for multiplicity in the number of tests.

2 Includes non-Hispanic individuals with multiple reported races (less than one percent of all household heads)
and individuals of unknown race (22 percent of all household heads).

Households with a higher benefit are more likely to spend it over several transactions than
households with a lower benefit, and so are more likely to redeem their benefit at more stores. As
seen in Table II1.17, households with the highest benefit redeemed it at 6.4 stores, on average, while
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households with the smallest benefit redeemed their benefit at 1.4 stores, on average. More than
two-thirds of households receiving $16 or less redeemed their benefit at one store. More than half of
households receiving more than $500 redeemed their benefit at six or more stores.

Table 11.17 The Number of Stores at Which Households Redeemed Their Benefit Was Closely Tied to
the Size of Their Benefit

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefit at Number of Stores
SNAP Benefit Average One Two Three Four Five Six or More
$16 or less 1.4 68.0 25.9 4.2 1.3 0.4 0.2
$17-100 2.1% 38.8* 34.5% 16.0* 6.7* 2.3% 1.8*
$101-200 3.5% 10.8* 22.6 25.2% 17.7% 10.3% 13.4%
$201-300 4.1* 4.9* 16.2* 22.4% 20.7* 14.9% 21.0*
$301-400 4.9* 2.3* 9.1* 18.1* 19.4% 17.0% 34.1%
$401-500 5.5*% 1.3* 6.5% 14.2* 18.8* 17.9* 41.3*
$501 or more 6.4* 0.9*% 4.1* 9.8% 14.3* 15.1* 55.8*
Minimum benefit 1.4 66.1 27.8 3.6 2.2 0.2 0.1
Maximum benefit 4.4% 5.4% 16.2% 20.2* 19.7% 14.1* 24.3*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to households receiving $16 or less. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to control for
multiplicity in the number of tests.

Households with earnings and those with TANF redeemed their benefits at more stores, on
average, than households without earnings and those without TANF, respectively (Table II.18).
Households with earnings tend to be larger than households without earnings, and thus receive a
higher benefit and can redeem it at more stores. Similarly, households with TANF tend to be larger
than households without, and can redeem the generally higher benefit at more stores. Households
with long certification periods, which are more likely to have elderly individuals and lower benefits
than those with shorter certification periods, redeemed their benefit at fewer stores than those with
shorter certification periods.

Table 11.18 Households with Earnings, TANF, and Short Certification Showed Differences in the
Number of Stores Utilized

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Number of
Stores
Average One Two Three Four Five Six or More
Employment Status
Households with earnings 4.5 6.3 14.7 19.9 17.4 13.6 28.1
Households without earnings 3.9* 13.6* 18.9* 19.0 15.8* 11.2% 21.6%
Receipt of TANF
Yes 5.4 3.6 8.9 14.0 16.4 15.3 1.9
No 4.0* 12.3* 18.5* 19.8* 16.2 11.5% 21.6*
Months in Certification Period
< 6 months 4.6 5.1 13.6 19.7 18.6 14.4 28.6
7-12 months 4.1% 12.5*% 18.4* 18.9 15.5* 11.4*% 23.4%
>12 months 3.0% 24.9* 25.9*% 19.4 12.2* 6.8* 10.8*

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.
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*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to the first row in each subgroup category. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to control
for multiplicity in the number of tests.

Although households in all regions conducted more of their transactions at supermarkets and
supercenters than any other type of store, the percentage varied by region (Table 11.19). Households
in the Northeast Region conducted just over half of their transactions in supermarkets and
supercenters, and a quarter in grocery stores (12.1 percent in large and medium grocery stores and
12.8 percent in small grocery stores). In contrast, in all other regions except the Mid-Atlantic Region,
households conducted about two-thirds of their transactions in supermarkets and supercenters. The
next highest category for all regions, except the Northeast Region, was convenience stores.
Households in the Northeast Region also conducted 6.0 percent of their transactions at specialty
food stores—twice as many as every other region except the Western Region.

Table 11.19 Regional Differences Existed Among the Types of Stores at Which Participants Spent
Their Benefits

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Store Type

Super- Large/

markets/ Medium Small Specialty Other
Region Supercenters Grocery Grocery Convenience Food Type
Northeast 53.7 12.1 12.8 11.5 6.0 3.9
Mid-Atlantic 58.6* 6.8* 11.4 13.9*% 2.7 6.6*
Midwest 64.7% 7.0* 2.8 16.0 1.4% 8.0*
Southeast 71.0* 4.9* 1.4* 12.2* 1.8*% 8.7
Southwest 65.3* 5.3* 2.0* 16.7*% 1.8* 8.9%
Mountain Plains 68.2* 5.9* 1.2* 14.4* 1.5% 8.8+
Western 66.3* 6.3* 1.7% 16.7% 3.5* 5.5%

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.

Note: FNS classifies stores into 15 types, which were collapsed into the 6 categories shown in the table.
Specialty food stores include bakeries and bread stores, fruit and vegetable markets, meat and
poultry markets, and seafood markets. Other stores include groceries in combination with other
stores, delivery routes, farmers markets, nonprofit food buying cooperatives, and wholesalers.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to households in the Northeast region. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to control for
multiplicity in the number of tests.

Households living in metropolitan areas redeemed their benefits at more stores, on average,
than households in micropolitan and non-core areas but still conducted almost two-thirds of their
transactions at supermarkets and supercenters (Tables I1.20 and II.21). Households living in
micropolitan areas conducted a slightly larger percentage of transactions at supermarkets and
supercenters than those in metropolitan and non-core areas and fewer at grocery stores of all sizes.

Households living in counties with persistent poverty conducted their transactions at slightly
more stores, on average, than those not living in such counties. However, households living in
counties with persistent poverty conducted more of their transactions at convenience stores than
those not living in such counties.
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Patterns of Transactions and Store Use

Table 11.20 The Number of Stores Utilized Varied by Metropolitan Status and Persistence of Poverty

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefits at Number of
Stores
Six or
Average One Two Three Four Five More
Metro/Non-metro Areas?
Metropolitan 4.3 10.5 16.6 18.7 16.0 12.2 25.9
Non-metro, micropolitan 3.6* 14.1% 20.2* 20.9* 17.9% 11.3 15.7%
Non-metro, non-core 3.3* 16.9% 23.2* 22.2% 16.2 9.4% 12.1%
County with Persistent Poverty?2
Yes 4.3 10.5 16.7 18.2 16.4 12.3 25.8
No 4.1% 11.6 17.7 19.4 16.2 11.8 23.3%

Source: Mathematica tabulations of FY 2009 SNAP Program Quality Control, ALERT, and STARS data.
Household-level EBT statistics are calculated as average monthly statistics over the three months
centered on the QC sample month. See Table A.25 for sample sizes and the distribution of
households.

*Denotes statistically significant difference in means and proportions (.05 level). Comparisons are made within
table columns relative to the first row in each subgroup category. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to control
for multiplicity in the number of tests.

*Excludes households in Guam and the Virgin Islands.

Table 11.21 Differences Existed by Geographic Location Among the Types of Stores at Which
Participants Spent Their Benefit

Percentage of Households Redeeming Benefit at Store Type

Super- Large/
markets/ Medium Small Specialty Other

Supercenters Grocery Grocery Convenience Food Type
Metro/Non-metro Areas?
Metropolitan 64.0 6.9 5.1 14.2 3.0 6.8
Non-metro, micropolitan 68.8* 5.3 1.1* 14.7 1.5% 8.6%
Non-metro, non-core 64.1 8.1* 1.5% 15.8* 0.8 9.7*
County with Persistent
Poverty?
Yes 60.7 7.7 2.5 18.7 2.