THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF WORK
REQUIREMENTS FOR BASIC NEEDS PROGRAMS SERIES

School is Work

How Policymakers Can Make SNAP Work Requirements
Work Better for Recipients and the Economy
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The Unintended Consequences
of Work Requirements for
Basic Needs Programs Series

This series highlights the impact that work requirements have on public benefit program
participants. Research findings show that the majority of participants do not hold a
degree or credential and, in turn, are working in jobs with low wages and little flexibility.
We explore how treating education as equal to work can benefit program participants’
ability to get on a path to economic mobility and long-term self-sufficiency. The next
report in this series will detail the potential impacts of new Medicaid work requirements.




In July 2025, Congress passed H.R.1, expanding existing work requirements for Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) participants that will make it harder for older adults and
parents to access food assistance without taking on additional hours of work. The average personal
income of employed SNAP participants aged 18 to 64 is about $38,000 a year, and only 39.4
percent of participants 25 and older have at least some college education beyond high school.’,
Many are already working in low wage jobs that provide few benefits, little flexibility, and not
enough pay to support their basic needs. In an economy with continually rising costs for basic

goods and increasing demand for more workers with an education beyond high school, new work

requirements are likely to push SNAP participants further into a cycle of low wage work.

FIGURE 1

Projected Job Openings in 2031 by Educational Attainment Level
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce forecast using data from the US Census
Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey (CPS); US Census Bureau, American Community
Survey (ACS); US Bureau of Labor Statistics; IHS Markit; and Lightcast. Projections2031-National-Report.pdf

H.R.1is a missed opportunity to increase economic mobility and reduce long-term reliance
on SNAP. Research has demonstrated that expanding work requirements does not lead to the

improved economic outcomes for public benefit program participants. However, postsecondary

education can lead to improved outcomes such as higher wages and lower unemployment

rates. Policymakers can reduce long-term reliance on SNAP by including enrollment in a
postsecondary education program as a qualifying employment and training option and
eliminating student exemptions.

1  TICAS calculations using data from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, U.S. Census and American
Community Survey (IPUMS USA).

2 U.S. Census Bureau, “Table 4. Adults (Aged 18 Years and Over) Receiving TANF, SNAP, WIC, or SSI
During Year,” Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) Detailed Program Receipt Tables: 2023,

<https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2023/demo/public-assistance/sipp-receipts.html>, accessed on
September 24, 2025.
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Expanding the definition of work to include enrollment in postsecondary education as a standalone
qualifying activity would help the nearly 23% of undergraduate students who experience food
insecurity, many of whom report not accessing SNAP benefits, despite likely being eligible.?
Students who are experiencing food insecurity are required to navigate overly complex student
exemptions to access SNAP. Meanwhile, unmet basic needs are one of the primary reasons

students stop out or consider stopping out of college. Treating education equal to work would
enable more SNAP participants to enroll in a postsecondary program that they otherwise would

not consider.

The evidence is clear: postsecondary education is a significant predictor of income over time. When
people complete college, they are more likely to gain employment that provides upward economic
mobility. Policymakers should treat education as equal to work so that more students and future
generations of students get a college education with the support of this critical lifeline.

How Work Requirements
Operate in SNAP

Serving nearly 42 million people, SNAP is a critical resource for many families, including

many children and seniors. To be eligible for benefits, SNAP participants are subject to work
requirements, meaning that able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWD) must be working,
searching for work, participating in a training program, or volunteering for at least 80 hours each
month. Most households receiving SNAP have one or more working adults.*

In some cases, employment opportunities are harder to come by, due to factors like fewer job
opportunities and transportation challenges. In areas where unemployment levels are high, states
have the option to apply to waive work requirements for ABAWDs. States, other than Alaska and
Hawaii, can only request waivers when the unemployment rate meets or exceeds 10 percent in

an area. Recently, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) issued a memorandum
doubling down on their plans to implement increased oversight regarding the state waiver process,
further weakening states’ abilities to waive work requirements in times of economic hardship.

3 TICAS calculations using data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study (NPSAS:20)

4 U.S. Census Bureau, “Food Stamps/Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),” American
Community Survey 1-Year Estimates Subject Tables, Table $2201, 2024, <https://data.census.gov/table/
ACSST1Y2024.52201?q=52201:+FOOD+STAMPS/SUPPLEMENTAL+NUTRITION+ASSISTANCE +
PROGRAM+(SNAP)&t=Income+and+Poverty&g=010XX00US>, accessed on December 3, 2025.

School is Work: How Policymakers Can Make SNAP Work Requirements Work Better for Recipients and the Economy


https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-24-107074.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/students
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/students
https://hope.temple.edu/sites/hope/files/media/document/Hope%20Student%20Basic%20Needs%20Survey%20Report%20202324.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/its-not-just-the-money.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/work-requirements
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/work-requirements
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/obbb-implementation
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/work-requirements/policies/secretary-authority
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2024.S2201?q=S2201:+FOOD+STAMPS/SUPPLEMENTAL+NUTRITION+ASSISTANCE+PROGRAM+
(SNAP)&t=Income+and+Poverty&g=010XX00US
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2024.S2201?q=S2201:+FOOD+STAMPS/SUPPLEMENTAL+NUTRITION+ASSISTANCE+PROGRAM+
(SNAP)&t=Income+and+Poverty&g=010XX00US
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2024.S2201?q=S2201:+FOOD+STAMPS/SUPPLEMENTAL+NUTRITION+ASSISTANCE+PROGRAM+
(SNAP)&t=Income+and+Poverty&g=010XX00US

STUDENTS AND SNAP

SNAP continues to be the nation’s largest program to combat hunger and food insecurity, including
for students. Approximately 55% of undergraduate students receive Pell Grants, 23% come from
rural backgrounds, and 18% have dependent children. These populations tend to be at higher risk of
food insecurity.’

A 2024 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report found that today’s students face food
insecurity and lack access to SNAP despite their eligibility based on income and other qualifications.
About 4.5 million students met the income threshold for the program; however, due to additional
student exemptions that must be met under program guidelines, only 3.3 million students were
eligible. Ultimately, only 1.1 million of these students reported receiving SNAP benefits, showing a
stark disconnect between student eligibility and access to the program. SNAP's work requirements
and complex student exemptions likely drive this disconnect, impacting students’ ability to address
their food insecurity.

FIGURE 2

Students Who Meet SNAP Student Exemption
vs Students Who Receive Benefits

students met SNAP income threshold.

students met additional SNAP student
exemption criteria for benefits.

students received SNAP benefits.

Source: U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Estimated Eligibility
and Receipt among Food Insecure College Students.” U.S. Government Accountability Office. June 2024.
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-24-107074.pdf

SNAP STUDENT EXEMPTIONS

Although H.R.1 did not impact SNAP eligibility for students, the existing student exemptions can
be complex and necessitate high quality training for SNAP administrators and caseworkers to
ensure eligible students can receive benefits. The term student exemptions is misleading as they

determine which criteria exempt students from disqualification. Students who are enrolled in
postsecondary education at least half-time must meet one of the additional criterion to meet the

work requirements.

5 TICAS calculations using data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study (NPSAS:20-AC).
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These criteria for students enrolled at least half-time include:
® Are under age 18 or are age 50 or older.
® Are physically or mentally unfit.

® Work at least 20 hours a week in paid employment. If self-employed, students must work at
least 20 hours a week and receive weekly earnings at least equal to the federal minimum wage
multiplied by 20 hours.

® Participate in a state or federally financed work study program.
® Participate in an on-the-job training program.
® Care for a child under the age of six.

® Care for a child age six to 11 and lack the necessary childcare to attend school and work 20
hours a week or participate in work study.

® Are a single parent enrolled full-time in college and taking care of a child under 12.
® Receive Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) assistance.

® Are assigned to, placed in, or self-placed in a college or other institution of higher education
through:

— A SNAP Employment and Training (SNAP E&T) program;

— Certain other E&T programs for low-income households, which are operated by a state or
local government and have an equivalent component to SNAP E&T;

— A program under Title | of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 (WIOA)
(PL 113-128);

— A Trade Adjustment Assistance Program under Section 236 of the Trade Act of 1974.

The exemptions are limited in how many low-income students they capture. For instance, only a
small number of students would meet the SNAP exemption from participation in TANF since the
program’s reach is limited, with roughly 21 out of every 100 families living in poverty served by the

program in 2023. Additionally, federally funded work study allocations are based on a formula that
incentivizes better resourced institutions, making it more difficult for students who attend broad

access institutions such as Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Minority Serving
Institutions (MSls), and regional public universities to use work study placements to meet the
student exemption. Thus, many students opt to work at least 20 hours to qualify for SNAP, a choice
that may have real consequences for their education.
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When students work more hours, they have less time to focus on classes and studying. Students
who work 20 or more hours a week are more likely to struggle academically, in some cases get

lower grades, and in other cases do not persist from semester to semester. Students who work often
do so to meet their basic needs, including buying groceries for themselves or their families.

Persistence and retention are often early indicators of college completion. Completing college

can result in net benefits for both the individual and the economy as a whole. Due to barriers such
as basic needs insecurity, nearly 38 million adults have attended college, but did not complete

and obtain a credential or a degree. When resources like SNAP are unavailable for students in the
short term to help them meet their basic needs, the likelihood of them stopping out of school for

an extended period or not returning to complete college increases. Investing in students now by
improving flexibility for student exemptions is an investment in the future.

Evolution of SNAP

1961 — A pilot food stamp program began and eventually turned into the longstanding,
effective program known today as SNAP.

1964 | In January, President Johnson signed the Food Stamp Act into law and participation
grew to 561,261 people by the following year.

1970 — Legislation made changes to the funding structure for the program requiring the
federal government to cover 62.5% of specific administrative costs; Congress
lowered that share to 50% in 1974.

—| Over time, recognition of food insecurity and hunger rose, participation in the food
stamp program continued to hit record highs.

1984 —| Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) began through a pilot program in Pennsylvania.
EBT streamlined SNAP benefit receipt, allowing participants to pay for food with
a debit card instead of the previous version of physical ‘food stamps’.

1994 —| The program reached a peak of 27.5 million people.

—| Eligibility for the program continued to evolve, and work requirements were
expanded for participants in the 1990s.
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2004 — By July, legislation established a national standard for EBT in 2000, with all
50 states using EBT for SNAP.

2008 —| The food stamp program’s name was officially changed to the Supplemental

Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP. Participation increased to
28.2 million people.

2013 | Since then, participation rose annually and hit another peak of 47.6 million people
in 2013.

2025 —| H.R1included changes to the funding structure for SNAP administrative and benefit
costs. For the first time in history, states will be responsible for a portion of SNAP

benefits—the actual dollars program participants use to buy food every month.

Myths About Work Requirements
Perpetuate Stigma and Ineffective
Policymaking

Work requirements for able-bodied adults have been tied to eligibility for public benefit programs
since 1970. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996

(sometimes referred to as “welfare reform”) expanded work requirements for SNAP. Since then,
participants in SNAP and TANF have broadly been subject to work requirements, such as working
20 hours per week to receive benefits. Justifications for creating work requirements for these
programs were founded in the ‘welfare to work’ phenomenon, hoping to decrease the effects of

poverty through required participation in the paid workforce and ensuring that the government was
not promoting a culture of reliance.

However, the effectiveness of work requirements has been contested for decades. Language
targeting public benefit program participants is generally negative and dismissive and suggests

that most participants choose not to work. They face widespread stigma for participating in a
program that helps them meet their basic needs but is perceived as getting ‘government handouts.’
This stigma is detrimental, with research showing SNAP participants facing adverse mental

health impacts.

Misinformed perceptions of fraud and abuse should not outweigh the reality that millions of
Americans are going hungry, or that the average SNAP participant cannot afford to solely rely on the
meager $6 a day allotment while working to meet the qualifying activities every month.
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Contradictory to social perception, research has shown that work requirements do not lead to long-
term self-sufficiency and the majority of participants are already working. Recipients who are not
working are often the caregiver for someone in their family. Despite low levels of fraud and abuse

in SNAP, the topic gets substantial attention from policymakers.

Most SNAP Participants Have Incomes
Below the Federal Poverty Level

Stricter work requirements do not recognize the reality that many SNAP participants are employed
in jobs that do not pay enough to bring their families above the poverty threshold. Eighty-seven

percent of SNAP households have income under $24,000 annually.

Furthermore, 73% of SNAP households are below the official federal poverty level ($13,590 for a
household of 1in 2022), suggesting that despite work participation, many SNAP participants are

not holding jobs with sustainable wages.

FIGURE 3

SNAP Households’ Gross Countable Income
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Evidence, Analysis, and Regulatory Affairs
Office, Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Households: Fiscal Year 2023, by Mia Monkov-
ic and Ben Ward. Project Officer, Aja Weston. Alexandria, VA, 2025. Available online at: https://www.fns.usda.gov/
research/snap/characteristics-fy23.
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On average, as people gain more education, wages increase and reliance on public benefits
decreases. The median income for 25- to 34-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree is $66,600

compared to $41,800 for those with a high school diploma. Because the majority of SNAP
participants do not have a college degree, they often work in industries with lower wages and little
flexibility. This can be observed as over a quarter of employed SNAP participants ages 18 to 64 work
in service occupations.

FIGURE 4

Common Occupational Categories Among SNAP Participants
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Source: TICAS calculations using data from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, U.S. Census and American
Community Survey (IPUMS USA).
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FIGURE 5

SNAP Participation by Educational Attainment
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Table 4. Adults (Aged 18 Years and Over) Receiving TANF, SNAP, WIC, or SSI During
Year,” Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) Detailed Program Receipt Tables: 2023, <https://www.
census.gov/data/tables/2023/demo/public-assistance/sipp-receipts.html>, accessed on September 24, 2025.

How to Make Work Requirements Work
for SNAP Participants

Imposing harsher work requirements for SNAP will not address the growing issue of food insecurity
amongst Americans but rather make it harder for those with the greatest need to access benefits,
including the 23% of college students who experience food insecurity.® Parenting students

experience food insecurity at slightly higher rates, with 29% of them struggling to afford food.’
Without SNAP, students will go hungry, forcing them to take on more hours of work to afford their
basic needs and leaving less time to focus on getting an education.

6 TICAS calculations using data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study (NPSAS:20)

7  TICAS calculations using data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study (NPSAS:20)
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It is critical that participants have options to satisfy work requirements that meet their personal
goals and their families’ needs. Including attending postsecondary education and training more
than half time as a qualifying activity for work requirements will ensure more people have access
to critical supports in the short term and better enable them to pursue a path to a career that can
provide family sustaining wages and result in self-sufficiency. By providing more flexibility, students
do not have to put their academic standing at risk in order to receive benefits.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE STUDENT ACCESS
TO SNAP AND SNAP PARTICIPANT ACCESS TO EDUCATION

e Amend section 6(d)(4) of the Farm Bill (7 U.S.C. 2015(d)(4)).

— In subparagraph B in clause (i)(V), insert “consisting of an industry-recognized certificate
or certification, a certificate of completion of an apprenticeship, a license recognized by
the State involved or Federal Government, or an associate or baccalaureate degree” after
“including educational programs.”

e Pass the Enhance Access to SNAP (EATS) Act

— Congress should pass the EATS Act which would remove the SNAP student exemptions for
eligibility. Students enrolled at least half-time in postsecondary education who otherwise
meet the SNAP eligibility requirements, would qualify for SNAP benefits.

® Provide guidance to SNAP administrators and caseworkers

— USDA Food and Nutrition Service must provide clear communication and training to
ensure that SNAP administrators and caseworkers are equipped to implement H.R.1
SNAP provisions.

Improving SNAP’s connection to educational
opportunities beyond high school can ensure work
requirements are modernized to deliver results

for program participants. With better incentives

to enroll in or continue a program to completion,
SNAP participants will have more opportunity

to reach greater economic mobility and self-
sufficiency while meeting the economy’s demand
for a more educated workforce.
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