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Abstract

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as food stamps) is the 

federal government’s largest form of food assistance, and a frequent focus of political and 

scholarly debate. Previous discourse in the public health community and recent proposals in state 

legislatures have suggested limiting the use of SNAP benefits on unhealthy food items, such as 

sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs). This paper identifies two possible underlying motivations for 

item restriction, health and morals, and analyzes the level of empirical support for claims about the 

current state of the program, as well as expectations about how item restriction would change 

participant outcomes. It also assesses how item restriction would reduce individual agency of low-

income individuals, and identifies mechanisms by which this may adversely affect program 

participants. Finally, this paper offers alternative policies to promote healthier purchasing and 

eating among SNAP participants that can be pursued without reducing individual agency. Health 

advocates and officials must more fully weigh the attendant risks of implementing SNAP item 

restrictions, including the reduction of individual agency of a vulnerable population.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as food stamps) is 

the federal government’s largest form of food assistance - costing nearly $74 billion in 2015 

- and a frequent focus of political and scholarly debate (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 

2017). The program serves nearly 46 million people across the nation; the US Department of 

Agriculture’s (USDA) 2015 analysis of 22.5 million participating households found that 

over 40% of program beneficiaries were under 18 years old, and over 20% are over 60 years 

old or disabled (Gray et al., 2016). The program’s funding has been reduced twice over the 

last four years, and Congressional leaders expressed interest in further lowering the 

program’s cost and size (http://www.cbpp.org/research/snap-benefits-will-be-cut-for-nearly-

all-participants-in-november-2013http://www.cbpp.org/research/snap-benefits-will-be-cut-

for-nearly-all-participants-in-november-2013; Chokshi, 2014; Anon., 2014; Anon, 2014).

Previous discourse in the public health community (Barnhill, 2011; Ludwig et al., 2012) and 

proposals in state legislatures (Brattin, 2015; Wisconsin Legislature, n.d.; Richie, 2016) have 

suggested limiting the use of SNAP benefits on unhealthy food items, such as sugar-

sweetened beverages (SSBs), justified, in part, as potential methods for improving the health 

of participants. In the past, several states have requested permission from USDA, the federal 

agency that oversees the program, to implement these types of item restrictions. Though 

these proposals have been rejected, state legislatures and administrators continue to discuss 

similar mechanisms for controlling what SNAP can buy. Additionally, the perspectives of 
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SNAP participants regarding item restriction have not been systematically studied in ways 

that are representative (Leung et al., 2017; Leung et al., 2013; Blumenthal et al., 2014).

This paper presents an ethical argument against item restriction, based on the value of 

individual agency, which is uniquely constrained and regulated among welfare recipients. 

Even if SNAP administrators can effectively impose these restrictions on participants, 

should they?

1. Logistics and motivations for item restriction

Two primary motivations are identified for restricting items that can be purchased with 

SNAP benefits: health issues and moral issues (see Fig. 1). Though health officials may only 

subscribe to the former motivation, both are offered for comparison.

The first primary motivation, poor health outcomes of individuals and families, is frequently 

cited in calls to reform and limit purchases made with SNAP benefits, with some estimating 

that item limits will yield decreased consumption of unhealthy products by participating 

households, ultimately resulting in lower healthcare costs (Gundersen, n.d.; Basu et al., 

2013). Results from empirical assessments of a poor health-SNAP connection are mixed, 

ranging from studies demonstrating a weak relationship to obesity, to others showing 

significant reductions in likelihood of being obese among program participants (Gundersen, 

n.d.). At least for SSBs, USDA economists do not expect item restriction to lower 

consumption among SNAP participants, who may substitute cash for banned items; 

however, these claims are difficult to evaluate empirically, as a ban’s impact cannot be 

assessed within an active SNAP participant population, limiting the predictive capacity of 

econometric models (Todd & Ver, 2014).

Beyond concerns for the physical wellbeing of SNAP recipients, specifically their diets, 

some proposed restrictions focus on moral concerns. State legislatures in Maine, Wisconsin, 

and New York have recently explored SNAP prohibitions on “luxury” foods, such as lobster 

or steak (Brattin, 2015; Wisconsin Legislature, n.d.; Richie, 2016). While this concern is not 

supported by data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (SNAP 

participants consume less beef and shellfish than the general population) (Cole & Fox, 

2008), or a recent USDA analysis (Grasky et al., 2016), proposed bans invoke a moral belief 

that these items should be foregone by individuals making a good-faith effort toward self-

sufficiency.

Examples already exist of morally motivated item eligibility for SNAP purchasing, such as 

the prohibition of alcohol. Though the majority of Americans consume alcohol (Center for 

Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2016), these beverages are excluded from SNAP 

spending (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2016). Conversely, other agricultural products, 

such as seeds for growing fruits and vegetables, represent unique caveats for SNAP 

purchasing; though not necessarily food items, seeds are allowed to promote certain 

behaviors - gardening or farming - viewed as positive (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 

2016).
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It is not only the content of SNAP expenditures that is subject to restriction, but also where 

purchasing may occur. While supermarkets are by far the main points of SNAP redemption 

(Castner & Henke, 2011), much attention has recently been given to farmers’ markets 

(SNAP EBT Equipment Resources, n.d.). USDA has overseen a vast expansion of 

redemption technology (via electronic benefit transfer, or EBT) to farmers’ markets, again 

evincing a perspective that these venues for SNAP purchasing are worth promoting in ways 

that others (e.g., highly-accessible and affordable fast food restaurants) are not (Anon., n.d.).

Some also suggest that implementing SNAP restrictions is logistically feasible. Examples 

from state and local-level systems include those that allow retailers to flag product classes 

for taxation (e.g., tobacco), as well as the item-specific Women, Infants, and Children 

Program (Pomeranz & Chriqui, 2015). Others cite public support for certain item 

restrictions, even among some SNAP participants, as evidence of the political feasibility of 

such reforms (Pomeranz & Chriqui, 2015; Long et al., 2014). The existence of item 

restriction proposals, such as one by former New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg, also 

seem to prove the point that such programmatic changes are logistical and political 

possibilities, at least in certain settings (Daines & Farley, 2010; Hartocollis, 2010).

2. Reduced agency: an ethical risk of item restriction

Sociologists and economists have provided theoretical frameworks for considering 

individual agency (Sen, 1992; Sen, 1985). Put simply, agency describes one’s ability to 

make and execute choices (Ruger, 2003). In practice, these choice sets for a SNAP 

participant are far narrower than the universe of food items; social, cultural, economic, or 

environmental contexts serve as choice-expanding or (more often) choice-narrowing factors. 

By focusing on the choices of the poor, and by targeting a program that is critical to their 

everyday decisions and budgeting (Edin et al., 2013), SNAP restrictions selectively limit 

these abilities within an already agency-constrained population.

Among SNAP recipients, agency-influencing contexts may include living with 

unemployment or poverty wages, amenity-poor neighborhoods, low mobility, and high 

exposure to unhealthy food and beverage advertising (Gray et al., 2016; Hillier, 2012). 

Indeed, some researchers suggest that poverty is the most influential contextual factor on 

food choices, and that healthy food affordability poses a significant and critical barrier 

(Drewnowski & Eichelsdoerfer, 2010). These contexts and their effect on food choice - in 

particular, but not limited to SNAP shopping - are not well understood. Furthermore, the 

introduction of additional rules for SNAP purchasing not only reduces the agency of 

participants, but also is unlikely to be uniformly experienced across different contexts.

Benefit amounts provide another example of how context may influence the effect of 

restrictions on individual agency. While SNAP has been shown to reduce food insecurity, 

only 48% of participating households report being food secure (Committee on Examination 

of the Adequacy of Food Resources and SNAP Allotments et al., 2013). Previous research 

has also shown how some households decrease their caloric intake or skip meals at the end 

of the month, as SNAP benefits are exhausted (Todd, 2015; Hamrick & Andrews, 2016). For 

certain participants, SNAP benefits are effectively the only funds available to be spent on 
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food, as any cash resources are quickly allocated to other needs, such as rent, medications, 

or debts (Edin et al., 2013). Especially for the estimated 22.2% of participant households 

without any gross income (Gray et al., 2016), a prohibition of specific food items could be 

interpreted as a de facto dietary restriction, rather than subtle nudging toward healthier 

choices, while for the 31.8% of SNAP households with some form of gross income, greater 

flexibility between SNAP benefits and cash may already exist for specific food items. Still, 

there is disagreement on how individuals may respond to SNAP bans (Ludwig et al., 2012; 

Todd & Ver, 2014). While individual agency would inevitably be reduced with item 

restriction, the effect on overall diet is unclear.

Several ways that restrictions may reduce agency for SNAP users operate through stigma 

against the program and its participants (Gundersen, n.d.; Wahowiak, 2015). Current SNAP 

standards force participants to either avoid common household items such as toilet paper or 

diapers, or complete two separate payments at checkout, one for SNAP-eligible items, and 

another for ineligible products. Though these items can be conveniently acquired at 

supermarkets, this additional step is both a unique inconvenience for SNAP participants and 

visible procedure that may identify individuals as SNAP recipients to other shoppers.

Researchers have also noted the importance of EBT cards for reducing stigma, as they are 

rendered for payment in the same way as a credit or debit card (Atasoy et al., 2010; Zekeri, 

2003). Conflicting evidence, however, indicates that this system may still be widely 

recognizable as welfare (Dolan et al., 2012; Kasperkevic, 2014; Card, 2016). Additional 

SNAP restrictions will result in increased in dual-payment checkouts; the exact magnitude 

of this increase will depend on participants’ willingness to use cash for prohibited goods and 

the speed of their adaptation to new rules, as well as any accommodations made by retailers.

This is not to say that agency-constraining policies or programs are inherently harmful or 

unethical. Indeed, agency-reducing policies are the cornerstone of many public health 

initiatives with broad population-level benefits. However, it is important to understand why 

these policies - which exclusively apply to a vulnerable population - are favored over 

possible alternatives and, to differentiate between moralistic and health-oriented policies, 

advocates should make their motivations explicit.

3. Alternatives to item restriction to improve health of SNAP participants

Four alternative options are presented that may also improve the health of participants while 

appreciating the low-income contexts in which food choices are made, preserving individual 

agency and avoiding increased stigmatization (see Table 1).

First, incentive-based initiatives around the country, including the federal Healthy Incentives 

Project (HIP), demonstrate ways to encourage SNAP participants to spend benefits on fruits 

and vegetables (Wilde et al., 2015). Similar to item restriction proposals, this alternative 

grows out of a concern over the diets of SNAP participants; however, this model is 

reinforced by empirical evidence: participants consume fewer fruits and vegetables than 

higher-income individuals (Wolfson & Bleich, 2015). By offering a financial bonus when 

shoppers buy produce with SNAP, these programs have increased consumption of healthy 
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foods while preserving participants’ freedom to choose (Klerman et al., 2014). Some studies 

have found that incentives, when paired with item restrictions, can achieve favorable dietary 

outcomes, though others have found that participants favor increased benefit amounts over 

this hybrid incentive-restriction (Leung et al., 2017; Harnack et al., 2016). While the long-

term funding strategy for bonus programs is subject to question, it exists as a proven method 

of improving SNAP participants’ nutritional decisions.

Second, “sin taxes” on unhealthy products, such as SSBs, may have population-wide effects. 

When applied as sales taxes, these efforts will have no effect on SNAP purchasing, as 

benefits are exempt from this type of taxation (Zheng et al., 2013). However, applied as an 

excise tax on distributors, all consumers will likely face increased prices. Thus, SNAP 

participants would face the same choices as the general population, and not be uniquely 

forced to spend from one income source versus another, as with item restriction. 

Furthermore, the revenue raised can be dedicated to other health promotion or community 

development initiatives, as in Berkeley, California and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (Falbe et 

al., 2015; Gostin, 2017).

Third, researchers have theorized mechanisms by which the distribution schedule for SNAP 

benefits may result in negative health consequences. Most states distribute benefits once 

monthly, and many participants spend nearly all of the benefits in the first two weeks, 

creating cycle of food abundance and scarcity (Castner & Henke, 2011). This “feast-famine” 

dynamic may lead to overeating, especially of satiating items with low nutritive value 

(Dinour et al., 2007). Amended benefit schedules may help buffer the highs and lows of this 

cycle; for instance, distributing SNAP twice a month, versus a single infusion, would 

decrease waiting in between allocations. Furthermore, these types of reforms are supported 

by retailers who desire a more consistent revenue stream, which, in turn, enhances their 

ability to operate in lower-income, SNAP-dependent neighborhoods (Pennsylvania Food 

Merchants Association, 2016; Anon, n.d.; Migdail-Smith, n.d.; TEGNA, n.d.).

Finally, encouraging or mandating food manufacturers to reformulate products is another 

means of improving health outcomes of SNAP participants without restricting choice. For 

example, several major companies committed to reduce calories, sodium and sugar content 

as part of former First Lady Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move!” Initiative (Let’s Move 

Initiative, n.d.). This alternative recognizes the influence exerted on consumers through 

marketing and promotion, and shifts more responsibility for healthy item choice to upstream 

actors. By focusing on the poor food choices made by all Americans, not just SNAP 

participants, and avoiding dramatic changes in shopping behavior, this alternative stands to 

have the largest population-level effect.

4. Conclusion

There is a great need to move SNAP further toward achieving its namesake and goal of 

“Nutrition Assistance.” Yet, while it may be plausible and perhaps politically attractive to 

restrict SNAP participants, reasonable alternatives also stand to improve health outcomes, 

several of which have potential for broader, population-level impact. All manner of choices 

are limited for the poor, and ethical trade-offs exist between promoting health and further 
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narrowing individual agency or increasing stigma. If health researchers and practitioners 

wish to lend their energies to advocating for SNAP item restrictions, these trade-offs should 

first be carefully considered.
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Fig. 1. 
Summary of motivations to prohibit certain items from the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program. Different observations of unfavorable circumstances surrounding the 

program are used to justify a variety of proposals to improve outcomes. Excepting the 

current health status of program participants, no other evidence-based observation or 

expectation is backed by unequivocal evidence.
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Table 1

Possible health-promoting alternative policies to item restriction in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program.

Healthy item incentives Unhealthy item taxes SNAP schedule change Healthier products

Oversight NGO, State, USDA Local, State State, USDA Industry

Cost to Gov’t Expense Revenue No change No change

Benefits Lowers financial risk of trying 
new healthy foods

Lowers consumption Favored by retailers Population-level effect

Risk Financial sustainability, who 
pays

SNAP exempt from sales 
tax

Possible challenges for 
participants

Major changes across 
global corporations

Agency impact Increase No change No change No change
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