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Impact and Ethics of Excluding Sweetened Beverages From the
SNAP Program
Anne Barnhill, PhD

The state of New York

recently petitioned the US

Department of Agriculture

(USDA) for permission to con-

duct a demonstration project

in which sweetened bever-

ages would be excluded from

the foods eligible to be pur-

chased with Supplemental

Assistance Nutrition Program

(SNAP) benefits (i.e., food

stamps) in New York City.

The USDA and advocacy

groups have raised objections

to new SNAP restrictions such

as the proposed exclusion of

sweetened beverages. Some

objections rest on empirical

issues best resolved by dem-

onstration projects or pilot

studies of new exclusions.

Other objections question the

equity of excluding sweet-

ened beverages from SNAP;

these objections are impor-

tant but not ethically decisive.

The USDA should approve

the proposed demonstration

project and should encourage

other pilot studies to assess

the effects of excluding sweet-

ened beverages from SNAP.

(Am J Public Health. 2011;

101:2037–2043. doi:10.2105/

AJPH.2011.300225)

AMERICANS’ USE OF FOOD

stamps has reached an all-time
high. Use of the Supplemental
Assistance Nutrition Program
(SNAP), formerly known as the

Food Stamp Program, surged dur-
ing the recent recession; the num-

ber of recipients rose from 31

million people in November 2008

to 38 million in November 2009,

reaching more than 44 million in

early 2011. One in 8 Americans

now receives SNAP assistance

(i.e., food stamps).1 SNAP benefit

levels were increased in 2009 as

part of the economic stimulus bill

(the American Recovery and Re-

investment Act),2 but Congress has

eliminated those increases effective

November 2013,3 despite the un-

precedented use of SNAP, contin-

ued high unemployment, and some

researchers’ belief that SNAP

assistance levels are not high

enough to feed families a healthy
diet.4

Now more than ever, SNAP
funds need to be deployed as
efficiently as possible to achieve
SNAP’s aims of alleviating hunger
and improving the nutrition and
health of low-income people.5 One
way to work toward this goal is to
modify SNAP to exclude foods that
have minimal nutritional value or
that especially contribute to poor
nutrition and ill health, such as
sweetened beverages, and New
York City wants to try it. The state
government of New York recently
petitioned the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA) for permission
to conduct a demonstration project
in which sweetened beverages
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would be excluded from the food
items eligible to be purchased with
SNAP benefits in New York City.6

The proposal, more exactly, is to
exclude sweetened beverages con-
taining more than 10 calories per
cup, excluding fruit juice without
added sugar, milk products, and
milk substitutes.

There is precedent for exclud-
ing foods from food assistance
programs: the Special Supple-
mental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children
gives participants assistance
to purchase only the specific
food items deemed most nutri-
tionally beneficial.7 There is also
precedent for excluding items
from SNAP: currently, SNAP assis-
tance cannot be used to purchase
alcoholic beverages, among other
items.

In accordance with the Food
and Nutrition Act of 2008, the
USDA administers the SNAP
program, and states must get per-
mission from the USDA to run
demonstration projects and pilot
studies in which foods are excluded
from SNAP. A permanent modifi-
cation to SNAP, such as the per-
manent exclusion of sweetened
beverages, would require permis-
sion from the USDA and might
even require a change in the law.
In 2004, Minnesota’s Department
of Human Services petitioned the
USDA for permission to exclude
soft drinks and candy from the
foods eligible for purchase with
food stamps, but the USDA turned
down the request.8 In addition,
the USDA has raised several
objections to placing any new
restrictions on SNAP. Some
antihunger advocacy groups,
notably the New York City

Coalition Against Hunger,
also oppose the proposed restric-
tion on sweetened beverages,
even though such groups typi-
cally support efforts to improve
the health and nutrition of low-
income people. First I make the
positive case for sweetened bev-
erage exclusion; then I review
and respond to the objections
raised by the USDA and anti-
hunger groups.

THE CASE FOR
EXCLUDING SWEETENED
BEVERAGES FROM SNAP

Funding SNAP participants’
purchase and consumption of
sweetened beverages does not
further SNAP’s primary aims,
which are to alleviate hunger and
improve the nutrition and health
of low-income people. Sweetened
beverages do not alleviate hunger
because they do not satiate.9 Nor
do sweetened beverages improve
nutrition, because they have
minimal nutritional value.10 The
addition of sweetened beverages
simply makes the diets of SNAP
participants worse by adding
excess calories and sugar, which
contribute to overweight, obe-
sity, diabetes, and other chronic
diseases.

The role of sweetened bever-
ages in overweight, obesity, and
chronic disease has been detailed
elsewhere.11 Some of the relevant
data: today Americans consume
200 to 300 more calories per day
than they did 30 years ago;12 soft
drinks are the single largest source
of calories in the American diet (9%
of total calories13); and10% to15%
of children’s and adolescents’ calo-
rie intake comes from beverages.14

On average, children consume 172
calories from sweetened beverages
each day, and adults consume 175
calories.15 According to another
study, adolescents consume 357
calories from sweetened beverages
each day.16 Nearly half of the sugar
consumed by Americans comes
from sweetened beverages.17 Each
additional sweetened beverage
consumed per average day has
been found to increase a child’s
odds of becoming obese by 60%.18

Randomized controlled trials have
shown that substituting sweetened
beverages with low-calorie drinks
decreases body mass index in
overweight children.19 The risk of
developing diabetes was found to
be 83% higher among women who
consumed 1 or more sweetened
beverages a day.20 Finally, it is
important to note that lower-income
people consume more sugary sodas
and sweetened beverages than do
higher-income people, according to
surveys.21

By design, SNAP assistance
levels are just high enough to fund
purchase of a nutritionally ade-
quate diet, so SNAP participants’
purchases of sweetened beverages
may replace purchases of healthier
foods that are required to meet
the government’s dietary stan-
dards.22 According to a recent
study of a large supermarket chain,
carbonated soft drinks accounted
for 6.9% of the grocery bill of
SNAP users, compared with 4.38%
for the average shopper.23 These
purchases of sweetened beverages
should be limited, to free up funds
to achieve SNAP’s aim of providing
low-income families with a nutri-
tionally adequate diet. This is all the
more true if SNAP benefit levels
are being cut.

At a time when the efficiency
and effectiveness of nutrition pro-
grams are critical, funding SNAP
participants’ purchases of sweet-
ened beverages is a notably in-
efficient and counterproductive
use of federal nutrition and well-
ness program resources. With its
right hand, the federal govern-
ment funds nutrition education
and wellness programs to encour-
age healthy eating; but with its left
hand, the federal government
funds SNAP participants’ purchase
and consumption of sweetened
beverages. This funding for
sweetened beverages contradicts
and counteracts the funding for
wellness programs, and ultimately
outstrips it: in 2011 the federal
government will spend an estimated
$4 billion on soda for SNAP par-
ticipants but only $650 million to
prevent chronic diseases such as
diabetes.24

OBJECTIONS TO
EXCLUDING SWEETENED
BEVERAGES

The USDA, antihunger organi-
zations, and social justice advo-
cacy groups have raised several
objections to placing new restric-
tions on SNAP.

Embarrassment, Stigma, and

Reduced SNAP Participation

One of the USDA’s primary
concerns with any new restriction
on SNAP is that it could increase
the embarrassment and stigma
associated with SNAP use and
thereby deter SNAP use. SNAP
participants who are unaware of
the new exclusion of sweetened
beverages would attempt to pur-
chase the excluded item, and it
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would be embarrassing to be told
at the cash register that they can-
not purchase it. This embarrass-
ment, in the USDA’s words, ‘‘has
the potential to stigmatize partici-
pants by singling them out as food
stamp participants, and may dis-
courage some eligible low-income
persons from participating in the
program.’’25

Response

In 2006, only 67% of eligible
people received SNAP assis-
tance.26 Use of SNAP assistance
has increased dramatically during
the recent recession, but an esti-
mated 15 million people who
are currently eligible for SNAP as-
sistance still do not receive it.27

Thus, there is a need to increase
eligible people’s use of SNAP assis-
tance. Reducing the stigma associ-
ated with use of SNAP might be
crucial to achieving that end. Eligi-
ble nonparticipants have identified
stigma as a reason why they
wouldn’t seek SNAP assistance, al-
though stigma is not the most com-
monly identified reason, and only
14% of eligible nonparticipants
identify stigma as a reason for not
seeking SNAP assistance.28

It is important to determine
whether new exclusions are likely
to cause embarrassment and
stigma for a significant number of
SNAP participants, whether that
stigma would deter use of SNAP,
and whether minimizing the risk
of embarrassment and stigma is an
ethically decisive consideration.

Some food and beverage items
are already ineligible for purchase
with SNAP assistance, namely, al-
coholic beverages, hot foods, and
foods that will be eaten in the
store. SNAP assistance also cannot

be used to purchase household
supplies and cooking supplies, e.g.,
paper towels and plastic wrap.29 If
new exclusions are put into place,
there should be an aggressive in-
formation campaign to alert SNAP
participants to them. Nonetheless,
some SNAP participants would
likely remain unaware of a new
sweetened beverage exclusion and
would attempt to purchase the ex-
cluded item. Some of these pur-
chases will be successful because
SNAP participants sometimes pur-
chase groceries with a combination
of an electronic benefits transfer
(EBT) card, which is how SNAP
assistance is disbursed, and cash.
In those cases, the cost of the
sweetened beverages would be
covered by the cash, without the
purchaser necessarily realizing
which form of payment was used
for the sweetened beverages. But
attempts to purchase sweetened
beverages with EBT cards alone
will be unsuccessful and might well
be embarrassing, causing people to
feel singled out and stigmatized as
SNAP participants.

However, will a significant
number of SNAP participants feel
stigmatized or embarrassed? Will
a significant number of SNAP par-
ticipants who do feel embarrassed
and stigmatized be deterred from
using their benefits again as a re-
sult? Will this feeling cause a sig-
nificant number of people who
currently do not receive SNAP
assistance to forgo SNAP assistance
in the future? Will it cause an
appreciable increase in the social
stigma associated with SNAP use?
All of these outcomes seem un-
likely, but these are empirical is-
sues that can only be assessed
through a pilot study.

Even if a sweetened beverage
exclusion does not significantly
deter use of SNAP, embarrass-
ment and stigma are significant
problems in and of themselves.
However, the possibility that new
exclusions would cause embar-
rassment is not a good enough
reason to reject exclusions, espe-
cially without studying whether
the embarrassment and stigma
would be significant. Even if the
embarrassment and stigma proved
to be significant, this fact would
have to be weighed against the
potential benefits of the sweetened
beverage exclusion: lower rates
of overweight, obesity, diabetes,
and other chronic disease, condi-
tions that are themselves stigma-
tizing. Rejecting improvements to
the SNAP program is not the best
way to reduce the stigma associ-
ated with SNAP use.

The USDA has taken steps to
reduce the stigma of SNAP use,
including changing the name of
the program in 2008 from the
Food Stamp Program to the Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, replacing paper coupons
with EBT cards that work like
debit cards,30 and, most recently,
encouraging grocers who accept
SNAP to display ‘‘We Welcome
SNAP Benefits’’ signs.31 The up-
surge in SNAP use during the re-
cent recession might also have
helped reduce the stigma associated
with use of SNAP, perhaps by
framing SNAP as essential assis-
tance that tides families over rough
times, rather than as welfare for
poor and nonworking people.32

Excluding sweetened beverages
from SNAP could further bolster
the public perception of SNAP,
casting SNAP as a carefully

designed nutrition assistance pro-
gram that helps families eat health-
ier, as opposed to an inefficient
welfare program.33

Exclusions May Be Ineffective

in Changing Purchases

Another concern is that ex-
cluding sweetened beverages
from SNAP will not decrease their
purchase and consumption, be-
cause SNAP participants will
simply use other sources of in-
come to purchase sweetened be-
verages.34 SNAP participants are
expected to spend 30% of their in-
come on food (a household’s SNAP
assistance level is the maximum
allotment for a household of that
size, minus 30% of the house-
hold’s net income).35 So SNAP
participants may simply use the
portion of their food budget that
comes from non-SNAP income to
purchase sweetened beverages.
A related concern is that the exclu-
sion of sweetened beverages will
cause SNAP participants to switch
to other beverages, such as diet
soda, that have no nutritional
value whatsoever––a seemingly in-
efficient use of nutritional assistance
funds.

Response

Ideally, the exclusion of sweet-
ened beverages will reduce SNAP
participants’ purchase of them,
freeing up SNAP funds for the
purchase of healthy, nutritionally
dense foods such as fruits and
vegetables. Even if the freed-up
funds are used instead to purchase
diet sodas or other beverages with
no nutritional value, this change
would support SNAP’s aim of im-
proving participants’ nutrition and
health, because drinking
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beverages with no nutritional
value is healthier than overcon-
suming sugary drinks.

But would participants actually
purchase fewer sweetened bever-
ages? Or would they simply use
their other, non-SNAP income to
purchase sweetened beverages?
We do not know how many par-
ticipants could afford to use their
non-SNAP income to purchase
sweetened beverages and whether
they would choose to do so if they
could. Soft drinks are subject to
sales tax in 33 states, at a mean
rate of 5.2%, but items purchased
with SNAP assistance are exempt
from sales tax.36 Thus, excluding
sweetened beverages from SNAP
effectively increases the price of soft
drinks for SNAP participants by at
least 5.2% on average. According
to one estimate, a 10% increase in
the price of soft drinks would result
in an 8% to 10% reduction in their
consumption.37 The extent to
which SNAP participants would be
sensitive to a smaller 5.2% increase
in the price of soft drinks is un-
certain.

The effectiveness of a sweet-
ened beverage exclusion in
reducing SNAP participants’ pur-
chases of sweetened beverages
should be empirically investigated
in pilot studies and demonstration
projects.

Education and Incentives Are

Preferable to Exclusions

A further objection is that nu-
trition education and financial in-
centives to eat healthy food are
preferable to exclusions, either
because those measures will be
more effective at improving SNAP
participants’ diets, or, as recently
suggested in an editorial in the

Journal, because such measures
are less controversial.38

A related concern is that exclu-
sions on what SNAP assistance can
be used to purchase send the
wrong message, implying that
poor people (and the bad choices
they make) are the problem, when
in fact the problem is inadequate
physical and financial access to
healthy food. Preventing low-income
people from purchasing sweet-
ened beverages and junk food will
not solve the access problem, be-
cause it does not build grocery
stores in their neighborhoods or
give them enough money to buy
healthy food.39

Response

To expect people to eat healthy
food when they lack physical
and financial access to good pro-
visions is absurd, so programs that
increase low-income people’s ac-
cess to healthy food should be
encouraged. An example is New
York City’s Health Bucks program,
which gives SNAP participants
who spend $5 in SNAP assistance
at farmers’ markets an additional
$2 coupon to spend at farmers’
markets. Ideally, increasing SNAP
participants’ consumption of fruits
and vegetables would automati-
cally decrease their consumption
of unhealthy foods, making it un-
necessary to exclude unhealthy
foods from SNAP. Unfortunately,
when people add fruits and
vegetables to their diet, they do
not necessarily reduce their over-
all energy consumption; nor do
they necessarily lose weight.40 In-
centives to eat healthy food must be
supplemented with efforts to reduce
consumption of unhealthy foods.
Improved nutrition education for

SNAP participants might reduce
consumption of sweetened bever-
ages, but whether education would
be as effective as a sweetened bev-
erage exclusion is unknown.

Furthermore, even if education
and incentive programs were ef-
fective in reducing consumption of
unhealthy food, these programs
cost money. To extend incentive
and education programs to a sig-
nificant portion of the 41 million
people who currently receive
SNAP assistance would cost
a great deal of money. In the
current fiscal environment, to ex-
pect such education and incentive
programs to be optimally funded
is unrealistic.

It is also worth noting that
controversial measures such as
financial disincentives and out-
right prohibitions are commonly
and successfully used to discour-
age unhealthy behavior. Tobacco
taxes, alcohol taxes, seat-belt
laws, and helmet laws are exam-
ples of measures that prevent
unhealthy behavior by making it
more costly or prohibiting it.

Exclusion Unfairly Targets

Low-income People

Another objection to the exclu-
sion of sweetened beverages from
SNAP is that it unfairly targets
low-income people.41 Changes to
public subsidy programs might
be seen as unfairly targeting low-
income people if they dispropor-
tionately burden low-income
people so that higher-income peo-
ple can receive disproportionate
benefits; for example, this charge
would apply to reductions in SNAP
assistance levels to fund programs
that disproportionately benefit
higher income people.

Response

The proposed exclusion of
sweetened beverages from SNAP
is not unfair in this way. It does not
disproportionately burden low-in-
come people to benefit higher-in-
come people; rather, it is meant to
benefit low-income people by im-
proving their diet and health.

The sweetened beverage ex-
clusion might seem unfair in
another sense: it restricts the
choices of SNAP participants but
not those of nonparticipants,
thereby exacerbating disparities in
choice between SNAP recipients
and higher-income people. It is
true that the exclusion of sweet-
ened beverages from SNAP would
cause a reduction in some partic-
ipants’ consumer choice. Partici-
pants who rely exclusively or
heavily on SNAP assistance to
purchase food would become un-
able or less able to purchase
sweetened beverages, creating
a disparity in beverage choice
between SNAP recipients and
higher-income people.

However, this disparity in con-
sumer choice is not ethically de-
cisive. Ideally, public assistance
programs would be able to rem-
edy a range of disparities in choice,
self-determination, and well-being
that are created by poverty. How-
ever, the goal of SNAP is to ad-
dress a specific problem: the diet
and nutrition of low-income peo-
ple. The disparity of overriding
importance, when evaluating
changes to SNAP, is the disparity
in diet and nutrition––and the
consequent disparity in health––
between low-income and higher-
income people. The sweetened
beverage exclusion will address
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these disparities in diet, nutrition,
and health, not exacerbate them.

Exclusion Unduly Restricts

Choice of SNAP Participants

An additional objection claims
that a sweetened beverage exclu-
sion would unduly restrict the
choice of SNAP participants by
limiting their choices when pur-
chasing beverages. Because SNAP
assistance cannot be used to pur-
chase sweetened beverages, SNAP
participants would be unable or
less able to purchase those bever-
ages, which would constitute an
unwarranted reduction of their
purchasing ability and choice.

Response

Industry groups will cast any
reduction in consumer choice as
a significant loss of freedom, but it
is important to recognize what this
reduction in consumer choice
does and does not amount to.
SNAP participants will not experi-
ence a reduction in their level of
assistance (i.e., the dollar amount).
They will not experience a reduc-
tion in their ability to feed their
families a nutritionally adequate
diet. They will not experience
a reduction in their overall level of
nutrition or health. They will just
experience a reduction in the
kinds of beverages they can
choose among when choosing
how to feed themselves and their
families. They will have fewer
beverages to choose among than
higher-income people have.

The reduction in consumer
choice caused by excluding
sweetened beverages is not ethi-
cally decisive. The goal of ensuring
that SNAP participants’ diets are
nutritionally adequate exists in

tension with the goal of maximiz-
ing participants’ consumer choice.
Maximal consumer choice is in-
compatible with a nutritionally
adequate diet, given the reality
that many SNAP participants and
other Americans choose to pur-
chase a nutritionally inadequate
diet when faced with a food envi-
ronment that heavily promotes
inexpensive, unhealthy food items.
It is ethically justifiable to mod-
estly limit the consumer choice
afforded by SNAP to improve the
nutrition and health of SNAP
participants, just as it is ethically
justifiable to limit choice of un-
healthy products in other settings
such as schools, day care centers,
hospitals, and places of employ-
ment. Such limitations are, in
fact, already built into SNAP.
SNAP is not cash assistance that
participants use to maximize their
consumer choice; rather, it is as-
sistance to buy food and food only.

Significant limitations on SNAP
participants’ consumer choice and
limitations on the purchase of sta-
ple foods or otherwise necessary
foods would be unjustifiable.
However, the exclusion of sweet-
ened beverages does not rise to this
level because sweetened beverages
are food products with little nutri-
tional value that add nothing but
excess calories to the diet. Though
some consumers consider sweet-
ened beverages to be a necessary
part of their families’ diet, this is
precisely the mindset that the ex-
clusion of sweetened beverages is
meant to challenge. The goal of
ensuring that SNAP participants’
diets are nutritionally adequate
justifies the modest restriction of
consumer choice caused by the
exclusion of sweetened beverages.

Similarly, the goal of improving
the efficiency of the SNAP pro-
gram justifies the modest restric-
tion of consumer choice caused by
the exclusion of sweetened bever-
ages. At the time of this writing,
SNAP participants were unable to
purchase prepared foods with
SNAP assistance, presumably be-
cause funding the purchase of
prepared food is an inefficient and
expensive way to alleviate hunger
and improve nutrition and health.
Similarly, the purchase of sweet-
ened beverages should be pro-
hibited because it, too, is an in-
efficient way to alleviate hunger
and improve nutrition and health.
Sweetened beverages do not sa-
tiate, they provide unneeded cal-
ories, and they have minimal
nutritional value. When the goal
of having an efficient public
subsidy program is in tension with
the goal of maximizing partici-
pants’ autonomy, it is justifiable to
achieve more efficiency through
limitations on autonomy, espe-
cially when the limitation on au-
tonomy is merely a modest re-
striction of consumer choice.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Several objections have been
raised to the proposed restriction
on SNAP assistance for purchase
of sweetened beverages. Some of
these objections rest on empirical
issues, for example the objection
that excluding sweetened bever-
ages from SNAP will not affect
SNAP participants’ purchases of
sweetened beverages. These em-
pirical issues are best resolved by
demonstration projects or pilot
studies of new exclusions.

Other objections question the
equity of excluding sweetened
beverages from SNAP, claiming
that excluding sweetened bever-
ages from SNAP reduces the con-
sumer choice of SNAP participants
and creates a disparity in consumer
choice. These objections are im-
portant, but not decisive. Public
assistance programs can justifiably
address specific problems and dis-
parities; the primary goal of SNAP
is to improve the diet, nutrition,
and health of low-income people,
and the exclusion of sweetened
beverages is an effective way to
achieve this goal.

The USDA should approve the
proposed demonstration project
in which sweetened beverages
would be excluded from the food
items eligible to be purchased with
SNAP benefits in New York City.
The USDA should also encourage
other pilot studies to assess the
effects of excluding sweetened
beverages from SNAP. j
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