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From December 2007 to June 2009, the U.S. economy
suffered the longest and deepest downturn since the Great
Depression. Now aptly referred to as the Great Recession,
the catalyst for this 18-month contraction was the bursting
of a housing bubble that had become a profit center for the
U.S. economy in the earlier part of the decade. As hous-
ing prices plummeted, mortgage defaults and foreclosures
soared, and a systemic crisis took hold in the financial sec-
tor due to staggering losses on mortgage-backed securities
and related products. The crisis created severe economic
hardship for many Americans, including high and long-
term unemployment, increases in the ranks of discouraged
and involuntary part-time workers, and the greatest num-
ber of people in poverty in over 50 years. Given the magni-
tude of the crisis, the federal government responded with a
series of bailout and stimulus programs aimed at mitigating
the damage wrought by the downturn, the scale of which
were unprecedented in the post-Depression era (Grusky,
Western, and Wimer, 2011).

As the toll of the Great Recession mounted, another
consequence was record-high levels of participation in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). For-
merly the Food Stamp Program (known most commonly
simply as “food stamps”), SNAP is the nation’s largest food
assistance program and one of the longest-standing compo-
nents of the U.S. social safety net. While SNAP participa-
tion was widespread in the year leading up to the recession,
averaging roughly 26 million people a month in 2007 (one
in 11 Americans), by 2011, in the wake of the downturn,

about 45 million people were enrolled in the program on
a monthly basis (one in seven Americans) (U.S. Congres-
sional Budget Office, 2012).

While the lion’s share of research on SNAP participa-
tion has reasonably focused on individual/household-level
characteristics at one end of the continuum and state-lev-
el considerations at the other, several recent studies have
drawn attention to the middle-range influence of local
place-based factors (Goetz, Rupasingha, and Zimmerman,
2004; and Slack and Myers, 2012 and 2014). Focusing on
counties, these studies demonstrate that places with high
SNAP receipt are typically not geographically isolated, but
instead tend to be members of regional clusters character-
ized by similar levels of SNAP use. For example, persistent-
ly poor multicounty regions such as Central Appalachia,
the Lower Mississippi Delta, and the Rio Grande Valley
stand out for having especially high levels of SNAP receipt
(Slack and Myers, 2012).

We also know that the impacts of the Great Recession
were geographically uneven. Take, for instance, one of the
Great Recession’s signature features, the collapse of the resi-
dential housing market. During the downturn nearly half
the states in the country actually had their housing prices
hold steady. But in five states, median home values fell
more than 30%: Nevada (-49%), Florida (-38%), Arizona
(-38%), California (-37%), and Michigan (-34%) (Taylor
et al., 2011). The same five states were plagued by some
of the highest unemployment rates during the recession,
with Nevada again ranking at the top of the list (+9.8%)
(Walden, 2012).
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Changing Geography of Local
SNAP Receipt

The unevenness of the geographic
impacts of the Great Recession and
the record-high levels of food stamp
receipt by the downturns end led
researchers to extend earlier work
on the county-level prevalence of
SNAP participation (Slack and My-
ers, 2012) to examine changes in

county-level SNAP receipt over the
course of the crisis (Slack and Myers,
2014). The more recent study drew
on data from the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA), U.S. Census
Bureau, and other secondary sources.
Available data allowed for the analy-
sis of the percentage-point change
in SNAP receipt between 2007 and
2009 in the contiguous United States
for a total sample of 2,485 counties

Figure 1: Change in County-Level SNAP Receipt, 2007-2009
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Source: Slack and Myers, 2014.

Notes: ‘Below average'is more than one standard deviation below the mean, ‘average’is within one stan-
dard deviation of the mean, and ‘above average’is more than one standard deviation above the mean.

Figure2: LISA Map of Change in County-Level SNAP Receipt, 2007-2009
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Source: Slack and Myers, 2014.

Notes: ‘Low-low’ refers to counties at the center of geographic clusters with significantly lower change in
food stamp receipt than would be expected at random. ‘High-high'refers to counties at the center of geo-
graphic clusters with significantly higher change in food stamp receipt than would be expected at random.
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in 32 states and the District of Co-
lumbia (county-level SNAP data are
not available from the USDA for 16
states, primarily located in the North-
east and Northwest).

County-level ~ SNAP  receipt
climbed an average of 2.3 percentage-
points between 2007 and 2009, with
counties ranging from a decrease of
5.3 points to an increase of 11.3. As
illustrated in Figure 1, the geographic
distribution of changes in SNAP
participation was not geographically
random. Of special note in the figure
are counties that are more than one
standard deviation above the mean—
places with “above average” changes
in SNAP receipt—and counties that
are more than one standard deviation
below the mean—rplaces with “below
average” changes in SNAP receipt.
The map shows that counties where
SNAP use climbed highest tend to
be regionally clustered, with counties
in Arizona and Florida standing out
in particular. As pointed out eatlier,
during the Great Recession these were
two states where the impact of the cri-
sis was particularly severe.

Figure 2 puts this geographic clus-
tering in even clearer relief. It shows a
Local Indicators of Spatial Association
(LISA) map of county-level change in
SNAP receipt which highlights places
at the center of statistically significant
concentrations of changes in SNAP
use. The terminology used in LISA
maps for significant spatial cluster-
ing of high values is “high-high” (i.e.,
counties with high levels of SNAP
change surrounded by neighboring
counties with similarly high levels
of SNAP change), while significant
spatial clustering of low values is
referred to as “low-low” (i.e., coun-
ties with low levels of SNAP change
surrounded by neighboring counties
with similarly low levels of SNAP
change). What stands out in the LISA
map is the significant regional clus-
tering of places with high (N=349)
and low (N=427) levels of change in
SNAP receipt. Especially apparent



is the significant clustering of high
SNAP change in Arizona, Florida,
and parts of Michigan—again places
hit hard during the recession—as well
as to parts of the southeastern United
States and areas in Texas and Wiscon-
sin. Equally striking is the significant
clustering among counties with little
change (or even reductions) in SNAP
receipt over the course of the down-
turn. Areas that stand out in this re-
gard include parts of Kansas, Colora-
do, and the Dakotas (the latter being
in the midst of an energy boom), as
well as regions with historically high
levels of SNAP participation like the
Lower Mississippi Delta and Central
Appalachia.

What Local-Level Factors Can Be
Linked to These Changes?
Slack and Myers (2014) specified

models to assess how various char-
acteristics of counties were linked to
local changes in food stamp receipt,
including measures tapping a coun-
ty’s poverty experience, labor market
characteristics, population structure,
human capital, and residential con-
text. (See Box 1 for more about the
statistical models employed by Slack
and Mpyers (2014) and described

in this article.) Consistent with

expectations, the results showed that
places where the impacts of the Great
Recession were most pronounced also
witnessed the most significant increas-
es in SNAP receipt. Increased SNAP
participation was associated with in-
creases in poverty, unemployment,
and home foreclosures. The study also
found that SNAP receipt also jumped
significantly in areas where the Latino
population is growing—potentially
reflecting the particular hardship the
Great Recession inflicted on the con-
struction sector, a part of the labor
market where Latino labor factors
prominently, as well as the dispropor-
tionate impact of the downturn on
states with major Latino populations
(e.g., Arizona, California, and Ne-
vada)—and also showed the positive
“neighbor effect” continued to hold
in the presence of other variables.
In addition, the results showed that
changes in SNAP receipt were sig-
nificantly lower in persistently poor
regions of the country—places where
SNAP participation has historically
been highest—potentially due to the
fact that the housing bubble was most
pronounced in growing and more af-
fluent locales and that SNAP use has
already reached its “ceiling” in places
with high long-term poverty.

Table 1: Local-Level Factors Linked to Changes in SNAP Participation

Significantly More Change in Places Characterized By:

Increases in poverty

Increases in unemployment

More home foreclosures

Increases in Latino populations

Micropolitan (small town) settings

Increases in SNAP receipt among neighboring counties

Significantly Less Change in Places Characterized By:

Persistent poverty

Increases in single female family headship

Increases in older populations

Increases in black populations

Increases in less educated populations

Increases in poor/non-poor segregation
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Common Challenges in Statisti-
cal Models of U.S. Counties

When studying U.S. counties using statistical
regression models, it is important to address
the two related issues of state-level effects
and spatial autocorrelation.

Statistically, state-level effects are important
because unmeasured variables that are
consistent across counties within a particular
state can bias county-level estimates. For
example, we know that states vary in their
approach to the administration of social
welfare programs. To address this issue, so-
called state fixed effects must be controlled
for in the models.

Another issue that must be addressed when
studying U.S. counties is that local conditions
ina given county are often linked to conditions
in neighboring counties. This is known as spa-
tial autocorrelation, and can also lead to biased
estimates. One way to address this issue is to
include the consideration of spatial “neighbor
effects”in the model, that s, a spatial lag.

Counter to expectations, increases
in the share of female-headed families,
older populations, black populations,
and less educated populations—
groups that are often more vulnerable
to economic hardship—were shown
to be associated with significantly less
change in food stamp receipt during
the recession. In addition, residen-
tial segregation between poor and
non-poor populations, an indicator
of barriers to social and economic
integration, was shown to be associ-
ated with significantly less change in
SNAP receipt. And, finally, small-
town America (micropolitan areas)
was found to have experienced greater
SNAP increases compared to other
residential settings. Given the promi-
nence of major metropolitan areas,
like Phoenix and Las Vegas, in media
accounts of the fallout from the reces-
sion, that SNAP use jumped most in
small towns was not anticipated.

Opverall, research suggests that the
impacts of the Great Recession (in
particular, poverty, unemployment,
and home foreclosures) played a piv-
otal role in driving up county-level



SNAP receipt, while factors that have
traditionally been linked to high
SNAP participation (such as per-
sistent poverty) were not associated
with rising SNAP use during the
crisis. Moreover, the study demon-
strated that counties where SNAP use
jumped most were not spatially ran-
dom or geographically isolated places,
but, rather, members of multi-county
regional clusters. In sum, research
showed that increased SNAP receipt
was geographically uneven during the
Great Recession and that local and re-
gional configurations were at play in
shaping this variation.

Policy Implications

The Agricultural Act of 2014, more
commonly known as the 2014 Farm
Bill, was signed into law on Febru-
ary 7, 2014, after much legislative
theatre. Most of the bill will remain
in force until 2018, with some ele-
ments extending beyond that time.
According to the USDA’s Economic
Research Service (2014), the farm bill
contains $489 billion in total outlays,
about 80% of which is budgeted for
the nutrition title. SNAD, which rep-
resents the bulk of nutrition program
spending, will see few changes in its
eligibility requirements under the
agreement. The bill does seek to clar-
ify some resource guidelines related
to eligibility and provides funds for
innovation in the use of information
technology to root out fraud. It also
directs money toward the develop-
ment of programs aimed at connect-
ing more SNAP recipients to gainful
employment as well as new provisions
to help facilitate healthy food choices
among those on SNAP. Perhaps es-
pecially important given the research
outlined in this article, the new farm
bill will provide increased resources
for the Community Food Projects
Competitive Grants Program, which
provides funding for local-level efforts
that seek to improve food security in
low-income areas through nutrition
education.
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Slack and Myers’ (2012 and
2014) research suggests there may be
opportunities for targeted regional
approaches to SNAP outreach and
education. Building regional net-
works among SNAP providers and
affiliated groups could allow for the
better alignment of resources, in-
creased capacity, and more effective
sharing of best practices. Moreover,
because key local-level factors show
significant associations with changes
in SNAP receipt, policymakers could
use this information in the develop-
ment of community profiles to iden-
tify and anticipate demand for food
assistance. Administrative innovation
and modernization efforts at the state
level are being encouraged by the
USDA. Efforts aimed at engaging
local community partners on SNAP
outreach and education and build-
ing inter-state regional collaborations
might be fruitful in this regard as well.

Regarding the Great Recession
and future downturns, SNAP was
especially responsive to the increased
economic hardship wrought by the
crisis. In short, the program did what
it is designed to do. This is especially
notable since Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (that is, cash as-
sistance) showed no response to the
downturn, continuing the steady
downward caseload trajectory the
program has been on since the wel-
fare reform bill of 1996. It is also im-
portant to note that SNAP not only
mitigates food insecurity, it also acts
as an efficient and effective form of
local economic stimulus. Spending
on SNAP yields a substantial local
multiplier effect, with every $1 of
SNAP benefits spent in a commu-
nity generating an additional $1.80
in local spending (USDA Food and
Nutrition Service, 2011). This means
investing in SNAP not only helps
millions of Americans feed their fam-
ilies, it is also good stimulus policy in
the context of an economic crisis.
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