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Waxman

Chairwoman Fudge, Ranking Member Johnson, and members of the subcommittee:
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and to share insights from my research on food insecurity
and issues affecting access to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. The views expressed in this
testimony are my own and should not be attributed to the Urban Institute, its trustees, or its funders.
Despite an improving economy, food insecurity persists at high levels across the US. In 2017, the USDA
reported that approximately 40 million people—about 12.5 percent of the population—were food insecure.
More recently, the Urban Institute’s nationally representative Well‐Being and Basic Needs Survey found that
nearly 4 in 10 nonelderly adults reported that in 2018, their families experienced material hardship—defined
as trouble paying or being unable to pay for housing, utilities, food, or medical care at some point during the
year—which was not significantly different from the share reporting these difficulties for 2017.1 Among adults
in families with incomes below twice the federal poverty level (FPL), over 60 percent reported at least one
type of material hardship in 2018.
SNAP is a critical resource for many families across the US. Although the number of families participating
in SNAP has continued to decline as the economy improves, in March 2019, 36.3 million people in over 18
million households received SNAP benefits.2 Research shows that SNAP does exactly what it was intended to
do—decrease food insecurity. According to recent research, SNAP reduces the prevalence of food insecurity
by 5 to 10 percentage points, including households with children.3 Moreover, SNAP is an effective antipoverty
tool: in 2015, the program lifted 8.4 million people from poverty and reduced poverty among children by 28
percent.4 These data are important to keep in mind when we think about policy changes that might reduce the
number of families participating in SNAP; fewer families on SNAP might translate into greater levels of food
insecurity and poverty.

What Is Broad‐Based Categorical Eligibility in SNAP?
Our topic today is one aspect of SNAP eligibility policy: broad‐based categorical eligibility, or BBCE. I’ll briefly
outline how states use this SNAP option to confer benefit eligibility on low‐income families.
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Generally, people are eligible for SNAP if their gross income is at or below 130 percent of the federal
poverty guidelines, and their net income at or below the federal poverty guidelines after certain expenses are
taken into account. Households with an elderly or disabled member do not face a gross‐income threshold, but
their net income must not exceed 100 percent of the federal poverty guidelines. Net income is determined by
subtracting allowable deductions from gross income such as a portion of earned income, dependent care
costs, medical expenses (for households with elderly or disabled members), child support payments, and
shelter expenses exceeding half of net income after other deductions. Households applying for SNAP must
also meet certain other eligibility criteria, such as an asset test. In fiscal year 2019, households without a
member who is elderly or has a disability must have assets of $2,250 or less, and households with such a
member must have assets of $3,500 or less.5
SNAP households in which all members receive cash benefits from either Supplemental Security Income,
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or general assistance are categorically eligible for SNAP and
therefore not subject to the federal income and asset limits. Categorical eligibility streamlines the application
and eligibility determination process for states and reduces the time devoted to verifying resources. States
also have an option through TANF called broad‐based categorical eligibility (BBCE) to confer eligibility on a
category of people who receive or are eligible to receive another noncash benefit or service offered by the
state through its Temporary Assistance for Needy Families /Maintenance of Effort (TANF/MOE) funds. These
TANF/MOE benefits or services that confer BBCE must meet one of four goals of the TANF block grant: 1)
Assisting needy families so children can be cared for in their own homes, 2) Reducing the dependency of
needy parents by promoting job preparation, work, and marriage, 3) Preventing out‐of‐wedlock pregnancies,
and 4) Encouraging the formation and maintenance of two‐parent families.
Through the BBCE option, a state may align its asset and income limits with the TANF noncash benefit
program that confers categorical eligibility. BBCE households must also meet all other SNAP rules and have net
incomes low enough to qualify for SNAP benefits. States may include households with gross incomes up to 200
percent of the federal poverty level, and states vary in their choice of gross income ceiling. However,
households must have net incomes low enough to qualify for a positive SNAP benefit. One‐ and two‐person
households are eligible for a relatively small minimum monthly benefit: $15 in fiscal year 2019 for the 48
contiguous states and Washington, DC, with higher levels in Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, and the Virgin Islands.6
The design of TANF/MOE programs is up to the State agency, which must ensure that the program
conferring eligibility authorizes households to receive a benefit or service.7
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BBCE is a widely used state option. Forty states, plus the District of Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin
Islands use this option, although they vary in how they apply it.8 As of October 2018, the gross income ceilings
used by states and territories electing BBCE were as follows: 10 retained a gross income ceiling of 130 percent
of FPG, 2 used 160 percent of FPG, 5 used 165 percent of FPG, 1 used 175 percent of FPG, 8 used 185 percent
of FPG, and 17 used 200 percent of FPG Most states and territories have used BBCE to eliminate asset tests;
only 6 (Idaho, Indiana, Maine, Michigan, Nebraska, and Texas) retain some type of asset limit.
BBCE has enjoyed widespread support across urban and rural states, across all regions of the country, and
among states with more and less conservative approaches to safety net programs. Because such a wide
variety of states and territories have elected to use BBCE, it is reasonable to conclude that states find it a very
important lever for responding to the challenges facing low‐income families and for streamlining their
administrative processes. Because so many states have built their procedures, information systems, and
training around BBCE, removing or significantly restricting it will likely be costly and disruptive.
Proposals to narrow or eliminate BBCE have been considered in past Farm Bill proposals, including in
2018, but they have not been passed in final bills. In 2018, an analysis by Mathematica Policy Research
estimated that approximately 2.1 million households would have lost SNAP eligibility if BBCE had been
eliminated.9
Proposals to eliminate or restrict BBCE reflect concerns among some that the implementation of BBCE has
moved SNAP away from general program intent.10 However, data about who would be income‐ineligible if
BBCE were eliminated indicate that in fact, states are reaching households that are a high priority for SNAP
and that the vast majority of those with categorical eligibility would still be income‐eligible if BBCE were
eliminated. The most detailed analysis of the SNAP caseload under BBCE was prepared by MPR and shows that
only 3.1 percent of all SNAP households and 3.4 percent of all SNAP individuals would have been income
ineligible if noncash BBCE were eliminated.11 Moreover, households that would have been income ineligible
received less than 1 percent of SNAP benefits, reflecting that households not meeting income tests are
generally those with higher income, and therefore receiving lower benefits. This 2014 analysis found that the
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percentage of SNAP households that would become income‐ineligible if BBCE were eliminated varies from
12.2 percent in Wisconsin to less than 1 percent in California, Georgia, Kentucky, and South Carolina.12
In general, the use of SNAP BBCE aligns well with the populations we always think of when we discuss
SNAP. Moreover, BBCE helps SNAP reach households that may have slightly higher income and assets and very
significant expenses, like high housing costs (in excess of 50 percent of income), medical out‐of‐pocket
expenses, and child care. People who come into SNAP through BBCE reflect important populations we need to
support, and BBCE helps simplify the outreach and eligibility process for doing so.
Laird and Trippe’s 2014 report on categorical eligibility in SNAP showed that those who would become
income ineligible if BBCE were eliminated have the following important characteristics: they are more likely
than other participating SNAP households to (1) have children, (2) have earned income, (3) have higher
income, and (4) receive very low benefits. This information helps inform our understanding of what
eliminating or significantly restricting BBCE could mean. First of all, most SNAP households would still be
income eligible. Second, those households who would likely become income‐ineligible disproportionately are
working families with children. It is important to be assertive in reducing food insecurity for all types of
families because it presents health risks at every stage in the life course, but we particularly worry about food‐
insecure households with kids and adolescents. Food insecure children have higher rates of fair and poor
health, have higher rates of hospitalization, increased risk of asthma, and delays in cognitive developments.13
Many people are less familiar with the research around teens and food insecurity, but we need to remember
that adolescence is another sensitive developmental period. Unfortunately, research indicates that
adolescents who are food insecure are at greater risk for depression and other mental health problems and
are more likely to experience suicidal ideation than other adolescents.14 Therefore, the ability to reach
vulnerable children and adolescents is one of the strengths of BBCE.
It’s also useful to understand how BBCE supports priorities for SNAP that have been a significant part of
the policy discussion in recent years—for example, how can SNAP support work among those who are able to
do so, including these working families with children. BBCE offers an important safeguard to those families
who are working and may experience what we refer to as a benefit cliff as their earnings increase. Because
SNAP provides for a 20 percent disregard of earnings when calculating benefits and because benefit levels
phase out as incomes rise, the benefit cliff in SNAP is not as dramatic as may be experienced in other
programs. But we still worry about low‐income working families who may have experienced small increases in
earnings and/or savings and subsequently have fewer resources for their food budget because they lose
12
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eligibility for SNAP. As I mentioned in the beginning of these remarks, working families across the country
continue to struggle to make ends meet and often find themselves trading off between food and other basic
needs, such as housing, utilities and medicine and even modest benefits can make an important difference. By
permitting states to raise the gross income limits above 130 percent up to a ceiling of 200 percent of FPL,
SNAP can help mitigate the potential risk that families who are working hard to increase their earnings may be
less well off as earnings increase.
An example is helpful to put the idea of the benefit cliff in real terms. As previously mentioned, under
federal rules, SNAP households without elderly or disabled members must have monthly gross income at or
below 130 percent of the federal poverty line. A household whose income exceeds that level are not eligible
and could lose substantial SNAP benefits from a small increase in earnings. For example, a single mother with
two children working full time at $12.75 an hour would receive about $96 a month from SNAP, making up
about 4 percent of her total monthly income. If her hourly wage increased by just 50 cents (or $86 a month),
lifting her income slightly above 130 percent of FPL ($2,252 for a family of three in fiscal year 2019), the family
would become ineligible for SNAP under the federal income eligibility cut‐off. As a result, the household’s loss
of SNAP benefits would actually leave the family worse off; their total monthly resources would decline by
about $10 per month. While this issue affects a small share of SNAP households, it can be a significant
hardship for those who are affected, just when they are making strides to improve their economic
circumstances.
The categorical eligibility option allows states to lift the gross income limit to further smooth this the
benefit cliff. In our example here, under BBCE, a 50‐cent raise would reduce the family’s SNAP benefit by only
$31 a month (to about $65), resulting in a monthly increase in resources of $55 per month.15
This example helps us understand how BBCE in SNAP can support and encourage work. It is also important
to recognize that the risk of food insecurity is not confined to those with the lowest gross incomes; we know
from the annual Map the Meal Gap analysis that nearly 1 in 5 food insecure households actually have incomes
between 130 and 185 percent of FPL.16 Many of these individuals live in households where there are simply
not sufficient earnings to keep pace with family needs and where the costs of living put significant pressure on
family budgets. So BBCE can help us make progress on reducing food insecurity in this vulnerable segment of
the population.
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Teens participating in a series of focus groups conducted by Urban shared their own experiences with
what earning a little above the SNAP income guidelines can mean for families. One girl remarked: “Personally,
I don’t think that food stamps is available for everyone that actually needs them. Because like my mom, they
won’t give her them, because she makes over the amount. But it doesn’t really seem like it, because her whole
paycheck will go to rent and utilities.” A second girl responded: “That’s the same with my mom . . . because
my mom applied for it, and she put me and my brother and her on it, and we only got $31 per [month] . . .
because she makes too much. And then like two months later, they took it away.”
Now, let’s turn to the issue of assets in low‐income households and how eliminating asset tests can
achieve some important objectives. As mentioned previously, the opportunity to relax or eliminate asset has
been taken up by a majority of states. There has been broad bipartisan recognition that assets can act as a
buffer against income shocks and that vehicles can be essential for maintaining employment, accessing health
care and securing food, especially in rural areas. Research shows that low assets is a significant contributing
factor to food insecurity.17 Thus, the flexibility afforded through BBCE offers a mechanism for helping to
address an underlying risk factor.
A recent study by my colleagues at the Urban Institute examined the impact of relaxing or eliminating
SNAP asset limits through BBCE and found that this option increases low‐income households’ savings (8
percent more likely to have at least $500) and participation in mainstream financial markets (5 percent more
likely to have a bank account). It also reduces SNAP program churn (26 percent).18 SNAP churn refers to the
exit and re‐entry back into SNAP within a short time period, which may happen because of changes in
household circumstances but can also happen because of administrative practices. Taken together, relaxed
asset limits increase households’ financial security and stability by increasing savings and reducing benefit
fluctuations, and they can decrease administrative program costs when fewer people cycle on and off the
program. The findings suggest that states with SNAP asset limits can improve family financial well‐being by
relaxing them and that reinstating federal SNAP asset limits will harm family financial stability.
Understanding the larger context of racial asset disparity in the U.S is useful for thinking about asset tests
in benefit programs. While the majority of SNAP participants in the US are white, SNAP is an important
support to families of color because of persistently low income and assets in these communities. Eliminating
SNAP asset tests may also help us to begin to address the striking disparity in assets across racial and ethnic
groups in the US, which is important for promoting a more robust economy and inclusive prosperity for
everyone. The racial wealth gap in the U.S. is large: the median white family has 10 times the wealth of the
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median African American family and 8 times the wealth of the median Hispanic family. So for every $10 a
white family has in wealth, African American families have only $1.
Families of color are not getting the same chances to catch‐up in terms of their wealth. The future
majority population of our country–families of color–are not on a firm wealth building path. As of 2011, over
half of children younger than one belong to a community of color. These children are critical for our future, yet
wealth disparities have worsened over the past 50 years.19 These very profound issues require a host of efforts
beyond the scope of this hearing. But elimination of asset tests in public programs is one basic foundational
step that can help lay the groundwork for a better economic future for all of us.

Why Is SNAP So Important to Low‐income Households and Communities?
One of the most attractive features of SNAP is that it supports the ability of families to participate in the
mainstream economy by boosting their purchasing power in retail stores, farmers markets and other
authorized venues that sell food. Families I interview in the course of my research emphasize how important
SNAP benefits are in securing the kinds of food they need. At Urban, we have conducted focus groups with
many adolescents facing food insecurity and the intense stigma they feel around not having enough food is
striking. They always emphasize how important SNAP is in their household in helping make ends meet and
how it allows their families to experience the dignity of shopping for food just as their better off peers do. For
example, a girl in Illinois related her own family’s experience with SNAP: “It’s really helpful for a lot of families.
We had a [SNAP Electronic Benefits Transfer] card like that for a while. It takes stress off of a difficult situation
because you know where your next meal will come from.”
That purchasing power has an important impact on the economic health of our communities. A new study
from the Economic Research Service released in May 2019 helps us to further understand the importance of
SNAP to local economies, especially those in rural areas.20 The analysis shows that SNAP redemptions had a
positive average impact on county‐level employment from 2001 to 2014 in nonmetro counties, translating to
about 0.4 additional job per $10,000 of additional SNAP redemptions. The impacts of SNAP redemptions
during and immediately after the Great Recession (2008–10) were even greater, an additional $10,000 of
SNAP redemptions led to about 1.0 additional job on average in nonmetro counties and about 0.4 additional
job in metro counties. Moreover, during the Great Recession, the impacts per dollar of SNAP redemptions
were greater than impacts of other Federal or State government transfer payments combined and greater
than the impacts of all Federal Government spending combined.
In summary, I am pleased to be asked to submit this testimony to assist the subcommittee in drawing on
the research evidence base in evaluating the potential impacts of eliminating or restricting BBCE. Research
tells us that SNAP is a very effective program; as such, proposed changes must be carefully evaluated as to
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how they may enhance or reduce the ability to address food insecurity. The evidence we have discussed today
also suggests that eliminating or significantly restricting BBCE could in fact undermine several key goals for the
program: to reduce food insecurity, to encourage work and increased earnings, to permit the building of basic
assets that can help buffer income shocks and reduce disparities across the US, and to minimize the burden on
states as they prioritize their limited resources.
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