
The Economic Consequences of 
Cutting the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program

Jeffrey Thompson and Heidi Garrett-Peltier  March 2012

 www.americanprogress.org

TH
E A

SSO
C

IATED
 PRESS/ERIC

 G
AY



1 Center for American Progress | The Economic Consequences of Cutting the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

Introduction and summary

The importance of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program in combat-
ing poverty in our country by alleviating hunger was driven home anew during 
the Great Recession of 2007–2009 and the subsequent tepid economic recovery. 
Participation in the program rose during the Great Recession as more families 
turned to the program to help make ends meet, as breadwinners lost their jobs or 
found new jobs paying much less, pushing them and their families into poverty. 
The program is credited with preventing a dramatic increase in hunger and food 
insecurity in spite of the historically high levels of unemployment and underem-
ployment throughout the Great Recession.1

In 2009 the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program was responsible for 
lifting the income of 3.6 million Americans over the poverty line, providing an 
average of less than $300 in monthly food stamps to families in need.2 In 2010 this 
program lifted 3.9 million Americans above poverty, including 1.7 million chil-
dren,3 as the Great Recession gave way to an initially very slow economic recovery.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program continues to help Americans strug-
gling to make ends meet today. This program provided $72 billion worth of benefits 
to nearly 45 million Americans in fiscal year 2011 ending in October last year. Even 
though our economy is improving, unemployment and wage stagnation continue to 
make it difficult for millions of Americans to avoid hunger and food insecurity. 

The program also plays an important role in sustaining demand for groceries pro-
vided by businesses in communities around the country. Our analysis presented 
in this paper finds that each $1 billion spent by recipients enables nearly 14,000 
Americans to find or keep their jobs. That means approximately 1 million workers 
were employed last year because of this program.

With long-term unemployment still high, and with overall unemployment expected to 
drop only slowly for several more years, cutting the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program is likely to do significant harm to millions of families and workers. Yet that 
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is exactly what House Republicans proposed to do last year. In the so-called “Ryan 
budget plan,” named after the principal author of the bill, House Budget Committee 
Chairman Paul Ryan (R-WI), he proposed a $127 billion cut to the program. A cut 
of that size would result in the loss of more than 174,000 jobs in the first year. This 
proposal to cut the program by roughly 18 percent fortunately was not enacted.

It is too soon to know if the FY 2013 House leadership budget proposal, which is due 
out sometime this month, will propose any cuts to this program. (The FY 2012 budget 
was largely set by the Budget Control Act of 2011, which prevented a shutdown of the 
federal government in August of last year.) If cuts are proposed, this study offers poli-
cymakers a tool to estimate the employment consequences that will result. We detail 
our findings in the main pages of this report, but briefly, our study estimates that:

•	Each $1 billion reduction in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
eliminates 13,718 jobs.

•	A 10 percent reduction in the size of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program would cause more than 96,000 job losses. 

•	These losses would be particularly strong in food-related industries, which 
would lose as many as 11,000 jobs under a 10 percent cut to the program. 

•	 Job losses will likely have the greatest impact on younger workers, since they 
account for a disproportionate share of workers in food-related industries—
nearly one-third of grocery employees are under 25, compared to just 14 percent 
of workers in all industries.

 

In the pages that follow, we will first detail exactly how the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program works, then present the results of our findings. 

FIGURE 1

Job losses from cuts to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

Three estimates of direct, indirect, and induced job losses* 

Direct job losses Indirect job losses Induced job losses Total jobs lost

Ryan plan budget cuts ($12.7 billion) 81,893 42,546 49,775 174,214

$1 billion in cuts to the Supplemental   
Nutrition Assistance Program

6,448 3,350 3,919 13,718

10 percent cut to the Supplemental       
Nutrition Assistance Program

45,138 23,451 27,435 96,023

*For definitions of these categories, please see page 9 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on IMPLAN 2008. See Methodology section in the Appendix for the description of the calculations.
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