
EPI comments regarding SNAP
work requirements
Public Comments • By Josh Bivens and Monique Morrissey • April 2, 2019

Certification Policy Branch
SNAP Program Development Division
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA
3101 Park Center Drive
Alexandria, Virginia 22302

RE: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Requirements for Able-Bodied
Adults Without Dependents RIN 0584-AE57

Dear Certification Policy Branch:

The Economic Policy Institute (EPI) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan think tank created in 1986 to include the
needs of low- and middle-income workers in economic policy discussions. We appreciate the opportunity
to comment on the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) proposed rulemaking on SNAP requirements
and services for able-bodied adults without dependents.

In this comment, we focus largely on demonstrating the incorrect premises behind the current proposed
rule changes regarding what constitutes ready availability of work for SNAP recipients. In regard to these
incorrect premises, we make the following points:

The proposed rule changes argue that the low national unemployment rate justifies expanding SNAP’s
already-onerous time limit for adults without children. This is clearly incorrect, as the national
unemployment rate is just one—and likely far from the best—measure of the availability of jobs.

The proposed rule changes also argue that counties or cities with a two-year average unemployment
rate of 7 percent are providing ready-enough work for all residents. This is clearly incorrect,
particularly for those residents facing steep barriers to work.

The proposed rule changes state that “only areas with unemployment rates above the ‘natural rate of
unemployment’ should be considered for waivers,” stating that this natural rate of unemployment
generally “hovers around 5 percent.” The natural rate of unemployment is a potentially valuable
theoretical concept for economists, but is a completely unreliable empirical measure upon which to
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pin crucial policy decisions.

In addition to these crucial points about incorrect premises underlying the proposed rule
change’s vision of labor market dynamics, we also make the following points:

The benefits of SNAP as a potential work support will be compromised by the
proposed rule changes, as they will provide no boost at all to SNAP recipients’
prospects of finding steady work.

SNAP work requirements are already too onerous, erring on the side of cutting off
vulnerable people from assistance even as these people make good faith attempts to
find work that is just not available to them in their local labor market.

Any theoretical small-to-nonexistent boost to employment that would be provided by
the proposed rule changes should be judged against the substantial and clear harm
that would be inflicted on vulnerable people from losing access to SNAP.

Below we expand on each of these points. First, however, we provide some background
on the proposed rule changes that is relevant to our analysis.

Background on proposed rule changes
Under current law, SNAP participants ages 18 through 49 who are not raising minor
children cannot receive benefits for more than three months in a 36-month period unless
they are working or in a work training program for at least 20 hours a week. States can
request waivers to temporarily exempt people living in an area with relatively elevated
unemployment from the time limit, and every state but one has requested at least one
waiver since the law was established in 1996.

The law establishes that states can request a waiver for an area that “has an
unemployment rate of over 10 percent” or “does not have a sufficient number of jobs to
provide employment for the individuals.” Current regulations allow states to demonstrate
that an area lacks sufficient jobs through multiple criteria, with the most common being to
demonstrate that an area has an average unemployment rate that is at least 20 percent
above the national average for a recent two-year period. States can also request waivers
for groups of neighboring counties that demonstrate insufficient jobs under current
regulations.

The Trump administration has released the text of a proposed rule which would subject
more people to the time limit, largely by tightening waiver criteria. The change with the
greatest impact would continue to require an area to demonstrate an unemployment rate
20 percent above the national average for a two-year period, but would add a new floor
that an area has a minimum of 7 percent average unemployment for two years.

The overall result of the rulemaking will be to take away food from, by the administration’s
own estimates, 755,000 individuals who cannot show that they are working at least 20
hours a week.
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Incorrect premises regarding
measures of labor market health
The proposed rule implies that the current low level of the national unemployment rate
makes it imperative to tighten restrictions on SNAP receipts, as ready work is available for
all who want it. This is clearly incorrect. The national unemployment rate is just one—and
likely far from the best—measure of how available steady work is to all Americans.

The proposed rule changes also set benchmarks that rely on specific unemployment
measures to define local labor market health. These benchmarks have no serious
empirical basis and, if adopted, would cut off SNAP receipts for potential workers who are
kept from obtaining work through no fault of their own. The rest of this section details how
the proposed rule changes go awry by resting so heavily on premises that unemployment
rates alone tell us all we need to know about labor market health.

Even in purely national analyses, the
unemployment rate is not a good stand-alone
measure of labor market health
Even when the area of interest is the entire country and the entire potential workforce, the
past decade has shown a pronounced and widely recognized breakdown in the predictive
power of the unemployment rate in forecasting other measures of labor market slack. If
the unemployment rate was a sufficient summary measure for how strong employers’
demand for workers was, one would expect to see a clear correlation linking lower
unemployment and faster wage growth (as employers are forced into competing for
“scarce” workers). But after 2008, the unemployment rate has largely failed to reliably
predict wage growth, as seen in Figure A.1

This failure of unemployment to correlate with price-based measures of labor slack is not a
surprise given that it also has often failed to correlate even with other quantity-based
measures of slack. Take the correspondence between unemployment and another
quantity-based measure of labor market health—the prime-age employment-to-population
rate (or PAEPOP). The PAEOP measures the share of adults age 25–54 who have a job.
Between its peak in October 2009 and the latest month of data, the unemployment rate
fell by 6.2 percentage points. But in that same period the PAEPOP rose substantially
less—just 5.1 percentage points.

This differential performance between unemployment and the PAEPOP was clearly caused
by much labor market weakness manifesting as reduced labor force participation rather
than being fully reflected as higher unemployment. The unemployment rate measures only
those workers classified as actively searching for work. If a long period of failure to find
work leads potential workers to despair and stop active search, this actually reduces the
measured unemployment rate. The depressing effect of the weak economy on labor force
participation has been clearly shown by now.2 The upshot of this is that relying on the
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Figure A Unemployment does not predict wage growth after
2007
Unemployment rate and annual change in nominal wage growth, 2008–2018

Note: Data are quarterly, with nominal wage changes measured from the same quarter in the previous
year.

Sources: Unemployment rates are from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Current Population Survey and
wages are the average hourly earnings of production and nonsupervisory workers from the BLS Current
Employment Statistics.
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national unemployment rate paints an often distorted view of just how available jobs are
even for the national economy and potential workforce.

As of February 2019, the headline unemployment rate sat at 3.8 percent—tied for its
lowest monthly rate in almost 50 years. However, the PAEPOP was lower in that same
month than at the last three business cycle peaks. Thus, it is our opinion that the prime-
age employment-to-population rate and other measures of labor market strength, rather
than being extraneous, are useful and often better indicators of the availability of jobs for
SNAP recipients than the headline unemployment rate.3

Further, within the national labor market, the overall unemployment rate does not reflect
the experience of large subgroups of the population. Black, Hispanic, and non-college-
educated workers face significant barriers to employment even in the best of times. For
example, the black unemployment rate in the last four economic expansions was more
than twice as high as the white unemployment rate.4 During recessions, the
unemployment rates of these workers also tend to rise much more—and more
quickly—than that of white non-Hispanic college-educated workers.5 For example, for
each percentage point change in the overall unemployment rate between 1979 and 2014,
the white unemployment rate changed by 0.9 percentage points while the black
unemployment rate changed nearly twice as much—by 1.7 percentage points.6 And
whereas the white unemployment rate peaked at 8.2 percent in the summer of 2010 in the
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worst of the Great Recession, the black unemployment rate did not fall below 8.2 percent
until the spring of 2017, many years into the recovery.7 Since SNAP benefits are especially
important to nonwhite workers and workers without a college degree, who experience
greater barriers to finding steady work in earned income,8 it is important to consider not
just average labor market outcomes, but also disparities between groups of workers.

All in all, the proposed rule changes err terribly in making unemployment such a key
criterion for when SNAP receipts will be restricted. A broader array of more disaggregated
measures of labor market health would be far more useful for making good-faith
diagnoses of the availability of work for SNAP recipients.

The “natural rate of unemployment” provides no
useful empirical guidance for policymakers
In areas where the unemployment rate is 7 percent or lower, the proposed rule would
disallow any waivers. The implicit reasoning for this unemployment threshold is that it is
safely above what the administration declares is the best estimate of the “natural rate of
unemployment.”

The “natural rate” is a theoretical construction defining the unemployment rate that would
be observed in a healthy economy where the level of aggregate demand (or spending by
households, businesses, and governments) exactly matched the economy’s potential
productive capacity. If unemployment is pushed below the natural rate by a spell of strong
growth in aggregate demand, then the result is thought to be mostly more inflation, not
more employment or output.

While the natural rate is a useful theoretical concept for thinking about the interplay
between labor market slack and price inflation, it has repeatedly failed as an empirical
guidepost for policymakers. For example, in 1998 the Federal Reserve Bank of San
Francisco published a piece noting that “the average long-run unemployment rate
measured since 1961 is 6.09%, and during the 1980s and early 1990s, most economists
placed the natural rate quite near that, in the 6-6.5% range.”9 Yet in 1999 and 2000, the
unemployment rate averaged 4.1 percent for the entire two-year period, while core
inflation averaged just 1.5 percent in those years. This piece also noted that confidence
intervals around estimates of the natural rate are extraordinarily wide. Staiger, Stock, and
Watson (1997), for example, estimate an interval around their point estimate of the natural
rate that is almost 4 full percentage points (ranging from 3.9 percent to 7.6 percent).10

Similarly, as recently as 2012, estimates of the natural rate from the Congressional Budget
Office (CBO) hovered between 5.1 and 5.8 percent, yet actual unemployment has been
beneath 5.1 percent since August 2015, and has been at or below 4.0 percent since March
2018, all with no durable acceleration of inflation.

In 2016, the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) ran a standard econometric estimation of
the natural rate for the annual Economic Report of the President. They could not rule out
the null hypothesis that this rate was zero, as shown in Figure B.11
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Figure B NAIRU from trailing 20-year price-price Phillips curve rolling
regression, 1978–2015

Notes: This chart is from 2016 Economic Report of the President. NAIRU is the unemployment rate that keeps
inflation stable. It is calculated as α/β. Dashed line represents result from regression over entire sample
period. Shaded area indicates a 50 percent confidence band around the point estimate, calculated using a
method discussed in Staiger, Stock, and Watson (1997) for analyzing the ratio of the means of two dependent
normal random variables. Confidence bands since 2012 include implausible negative values.

Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics; Federal Reserve Board, Haver Analytics; Council of Economic Advisers
calculations

Even with low national unemployment rates, or
low local area overall rates, opportunities for
large swathes of the potential workforce could
be limited
Of course, excessive focus on the national unemployment rate can blur the assessment of
conditions facing large swaths of the American workforce, as economic shocks do not
affect all parts of the country equally and some groups of potential workers face persistent
barriers in finding work even when the national unemployment rate or the overall
unemployment rate in their local labor market is relatively low. For example, national
unemployment rates for African American workers and workers without a college degree
are consistently above the overall unemployment rate, as shown in Figure C.

This empirical finding that nonwhite workers and workers without a four-year college
degree face durable barriers to finding work persists even when looking at more finely
grained geographic labor markets.

For example, Table 1 ranks states by the ratio of African American to white unemployment
rates. In no state is this ratio less than 1.6. Even if this racial disparity in unemployment
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Figure C Overall unemployment rates don’t tell the full story of
job availability
Unemployment rates for overall population, black workers, and workers without
a four-year college degree, 1989–2019

Note: Data reflect 12-month moving averages as of the latest month of data.

Source: Author’s analysis of the basic monthly Current Population Survey microdata
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rates was driven entirely by worker characteristics (say that African American workers
received far fewer public resources during their educational careers due to historic
discrimination in housing markets and schooling), it would still be profoundly unfair to
assume that simply depriving potential workers of SNAP benefits would somehow boost
their employability.

More importantly, it is clear that this racial disparity in unemployment rates is not driven
simply by workers’ characteristics—Figure D shows unemployment rates for white and
African American workers by educational attainment; African American rates are higher
across each educational category. Given that the racial unemployment gap persists even
within well-defined educational attainment categories, this highlights strongly that racial
discrimination is a prime barrier for many African American workers’ ability to find work.
The proposed rule changes to SNAP work requirements will hence largely end up
punishing job-seekers of color for historical legacies of racism.

Finally, the administration’s proposed rule changes highlight 7 percent county-level
unemployment as a floor beneath which waivers from work requirements would not be
granted, on the basis that 7 percent unemployment constitutes a healthy labor market. To
test this proposition, we looked at county-level unemployment rates, prime-age
employment to population rates (PAEPOPs), and the shares of workers with at least 20
hours of work on average across the previous year. All data was obtained from the
American Community Survey (ACS). To ensure large enough sample sizes to calculate
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Table 1 Black–white and Hispanic–white state unemployment rate
ratios, 2018Q4

State Black–white ratio Hispanic–white ratio

United States 2.1 1.5

Alabama 3.0 NA

Arizona NA 1.7

Arkansas 2.7 NA

California 1.8 1.5

Colorado NA 1.1

Connecticut NA 2.1

Delaware 2.6 NA

District of Columbia 5.7 1.3

Florida 1.9 1.2

Georgia 2.0 0.8

Idaho NA 1.5

Illinois 2.6 1.1

Indiana 2.5 NA

Louisiana 2.6 1.5

Maryland 2.0 NA

Massachusetts 1.9 1.8

Michigan 1.9 NA

Mississippi 2.8 NA

Nebraska NA 2.4

Nevada NA 1.2

New Jersey 1.6 1.0

New Mexico NA 1.2

New York 2.0 1.4

North Carolina 2.7 2.0

Ohio 1.6 NA

Oklahoma NA 0.9

Oregon NA 1.5

Pennsylvania 2.6 2.1

South Carolina 2.2 NA

Tennessee 1.9 NA
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Table 1
(cont.)

State Black–white ratio Hispanic–white ratio

Texas 1.8 1.5

Utah NA 1.4

Virginia 2.2 2.3

Washington NA 2.0

Note: The table reports data only for state subgroups with sample sizes large enough to create accurate
estimates.

Source: EPI analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) data and
Current Population Survey (CPS) data

Figure D Black unemployment is significantly higher than white
unemployment regardless of educational attainment
Unemployment rates by race and education level

Notes: The 12-month averages include data for December 2014 through November 2015 and is calculated
for people ages 25 or older.

Source: Author’s calculations based on monthly Current Population Survey data
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race-specific measures, we restricted our analysis to counties with 500 observations in the
labor force for African American workers, and we pooled all counties over the years 2012
to 2017.

The findings are summarized in Table 2 below. Overall the county-level average
unemployment rate in our sample is exactly the 7.0 percent that the administration
indicates constitutes a healthy labor market. Yet the PAEPOP in the sample is just 76.6
percent, far less than the national business cycle peaks seen since 1989, and roughly
equivalent to where the national PAEPOP sat in mid-2014—a full 18 months before the
Federal Reserve determined the national economy was healthy enough to begin raising
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Table 2 Even when county unemployment rates averaged 7
percent, the labor market didn’t look healthy for
everyone
Average unemployment rates, employment to population ratio, and weekly
hours worked across counties, by race and by education, 2012–2017

Overall White Noncollege Black

Unemployment rate 7.0% 5.7% 8.7% 12.5%

EPOP 58.9% 59.0% 53.8% 54.4%

Prime-age EPOP 76.6% 79.0% 71.7% 69.6%

Share of all adults with usual hours > 0 70.0% 72.2% 64.9% 63.9%

Share of working adults with usual hours > 20 92.8% 92.5% 91.6% 93.4%

Share of all adults with usual hours > 20 65.0% 66.8% 59.4% 59.7%

Notes: Sample included all counties with 500 or more observations on the black labor force, to ensure
statistical reliability. Sample includes ages 16 and older.

Source: Author’s analysis of data from the American Community Survey (ACS)

short-term interest rates off of zero.

Additionally, the unemployment on average for noncollege workers in these counties is 8.7
percent—a rate that prevailed overall at the national level in 2011, a year where jobs
recovery from the Great Recession was just a year old. For African American workers in
these counties, the unemployment rate was 12.5 percent. For African American and
noncollege workers, who account for disproportionate shares of SNAP receipts, these are
not numbers indicating a healthy labor market.

Finally, the share of adults in these counties working 20 or more hours in a typical week
varies enormously. For white workers, this share is 66.8 percent, but for noncollege
workers it is just 59.4 percent, and for black workers it is 59.7 percent. Conditional upon
finding any work, the usual weekly hours across groups are quite close, but clearly the real
barrier is finding any work at all—even in counties that saw an average unemployment rate
of 7 percent over the sample.

All in all, our judgement is that the proposed rule changes make far too sweeping
assumptions about how a single indicator—the overall unemployment rate—can accurately
diagnose whether or not sufficient work will be readily available to SNAP recipients. If one
were serious about measuring the health of labor markets that SNAP recipients participate
in, one would need to use a much richer set of indicators and much more disaggregated
data. The insufficiency of the administration’s benchmarks for shielding vulnerable workers
from benefit cut-off, even when jobs are not available to them, is striking.

The rest of this comment focuses briefer remarks on other aspects of the proposed rule
changes.

10



SNAP work requirements are already
too onerous
With some exceptions, federal law limits SNAP eligibility for adults without dependent
children to three months out of every three years unless recipients are able to document
20 hours of work per week. This strict time limit deprives unemployed and underemployed
adults of food benefits when they most need them to mitigate the harm from lost earnings.
Though aimed at adults without dependents, the time limit also harms children and other
relatives living in poverty who depend on shared resources from extended family
members. In addition to harming recipients, the strict time limit for SNAP recipients without
dependent children shifts costs to state and local governments, food banks, and other
charities.

Elsewhere, we have criticized the rigidity of work-hours tests in SNAP and strongly
objected to making them even more restrictive.

Proposals to expand and intensify work-hours tests in SNAP…are being debated in
Congress and in state legislatures. This paper evaluates the likely outcomes of
imposing such tests. We find that the tests proposed are excessively rigid and seem
designed to maximize failure rather than to help working-class people succeed.
The tests ignore labor-market realities (such as the high churn in the low-wage
labor market), will not meaningfully increase the employment rate of these workers,
and will harm millions of Americans, including millions of workers in low-paying and
volatile occupations.12

As in previous proposals to tighten work requirements, the proposed rule would not help
more SNAP recipients find steady work or receive job training, but would simply use their
inability to find steady work as an excuse to cut off benefits.

SNAP’s work support benefits would be
compromised by the proposed rule
changes
Area waivers and individual exemptions currently offer some welcome flexibility from
SNAP’s work requirements. States are currently able to mitigate the impact of work
requirements by requesting waivers for areas where jobs are scarce, a provision every
state except one has availed itself of at least once. The area waivers provision recognizes
the added challenge of finding work in hard-hit areas and serves as an economic stabilizer
during economic downturns by injecting spending power into local economies.

Area waivers are and should be responsive to economic conditions. As researchers at the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities have shown, the share of the U.S. population living
in a county or city with an area waiver more than doubled between 2008 and 2009 as the
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economy sank into recession, though some of this was due to temporary policies that
have since ended.13

In addition to area waivers, federal law gives states the discretion to exempt up to 12
percent of SNAP recipients without dependent children from time limits. These individual
exemptions, until recently capped at a higher 15 percent limit, are a lifeline for some of the
most vulnerable recipients, including former foster children entering the workforce,
domestic violence survivors, formerly incarcerated individuals, and workers with chronic
health conditions. Individual exemptions can help recipients who do not live in high-
unemployment areas but who nevertheless face special challenges in obtaining and
maintaining steady work. States are able to carry over unused exemptions in order to use
them when they are most needed.

Arbitrarily limiting the duration of area waivers to 12 months after USDA has processed a
request may delay or cut off benefits at times when the economy is in a prolonged
downturn and these benefits are most needed. As the Great Recession showed, there is
no automatic time limit or “bottom” to a recession, especially if the fiscal policy response
has been inadequate. Arbitrarily limiting the duration of area waivers increases
administrative costs and the likelihood of implementation delays and does not promote
work when there are more applicants than jobs. If anything, such limits are a fiscal drag
that may serve to lengthen recessions, idling workers and needlessly reducing economic
output.

Stricter time limits would only compound challenges many low-income workers face in
finding and keeping steady work. EPI research has shown that one in five low-wage ($10/
hour) worker either has entered or exited the labor force in any three-month period.14

These challenges include unpredictable and unstable work schedules that give workers
little control over hours worked yet also make it difficult to hold multiple jobs, a problem
especially severe in the service industries, which employ the majority of currently-working
SNAP recipients.15

The proposed rule would not promote work or encourage self-sufficiency. The
Department’s stated purpose for the proposed rule is to help nondisabled SNAP
participants move out of poverty and into work in a manner consistent with the goals of
the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, which include food security, self-sufficiency, well-
being, and economic mobility. We share these goals. However, the proposed rule would
actually undermine the goals of food security and well-being without helping recipients
achieve self-sufficiency and economic mobility through steady employment.

The administration’s own analysis finds that two-thirds of beneficiaries who would be
newly subject to the time limit under the proposed rule would not be able to meet work
requirements, and thus would face hunger and food insecurity for no reason. While this
implies that USDA expects that one-third will meet the work requirements, USDA provides
no evidence to suggest that this share will be higher as a result of the proposed changes,
given that many will find work regardless.

There is no economic rationale for limiting states’ ability to carry over unused individual
exemptions. Banking exemptions gives states the flexibility to target benefits to those who
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need them most, when they most need them. Requiring states to use or lose exemptions is
harsh and inefficient because states can target them to people in greatest need if they are
able to save them for hard times. As with the other arbitrary and rigid limits proposed in
this rule, limiting states’ ability to bank exemptions would weaken SNAP’s effectiveness as
an automatic stabilizer. It also undermines the stated purpose of the proposed changes to
area waivers, which is to better target benefits to recipients whose job prospects are
limited by high unemployment.

There is no evidence that SNAP receipts discourage unemployed adults without children
from working. A recent overview on factors that may have contributed to declines in labor
force participation for certain subgroups of the population considered, but rejected, SNAP
as a factor.16 Given that the potential disemployment effect of government benefits is a
popular research topic among labor economists and that the rationale for the proposed
rule is to encourage work and self-sufficiency, it is telling that no evidence has been
presented to suggest that SNAP benefits under current rules reduce the labor supply of
nondisabled adults without dependent children, the group targeted by the proposed
rule.17

A recent study by USDA economists, not cited in the proposed ruling, found that SNAP
had no effect on the labor of most recipients, but had a positive effect on nondisabled
adults without children. Specifically, the study looked at how different states expanded
access to SNAP and found that SNAP participation increased labor force participation by
roughly 5 percentage points in the affected population. SNAP participation also increased
average yearly hours worked by roughly 47 hours.18

Losing access to SNAP would cause
real hardship
SNAP benefits average $125 a month per beneficiary and serve nearly 20 million poor and
near-poor households with 40 million people.19 The Census Bureau reports that in 2017,
3.4 million Americans were lifted out of poverty by SNAP benefits.20

SNAP benefits are modest and cannot sustain a person or a family in the absence of
earnings or other sources of income. Most nondisabled working-age adults receiving
SNAP benefits are already in the labor force. Six in 10 are currently employed and eight in
10 are employed within a year of initial SNAP receipt.21 The problem is not that SNAP
discourages work, it is that even with SNAP workers struggle to feed their families.

By the administration’s own estimation, the proposed rule would take food away from
755,000 low-income Americans without any projected improvements in health or
employment. Since the proposed rule changes would do demonstrable harm with no
apparent benefits, it serves little purpose aside from saving a small amount of money—$15
billion over 10 years—at the expense of some of the most vulnerable people in the country.
Moreover, the administration’s proposed rule seeks to circumvent Congress, which
recently conducted a review and reauthorization of SNAP without recommending such
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changes.

In addition to raising the living standards of beneficiaries, SNAP benefits are critical to
beneficiaries’ physical and mental well-being. Food insecurity has been shown to increase
the risk of negative health outcomes.22 To cite just one example, research has found that
hospital admissions of low-income people for hypoglycemia increased by over a quarter in
the last week of the month—as food budgets are exhausted—compared with the first week
of the month.23 Physical and mental well-being are obviously key bolsters to the ability to
undertake a meaningful job search and secure durable employment.

For these reasons, we strongly oppose the proposed rule that would expose even more
vulnerable citizens to arbitrary time limits.

Sincerely,

Josh Bivens
Director of Research
Economic Policy Institute

Monique Morrissey
Economist
Economic Policy Institute
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