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Supplemental Nutrition Assistance

Program (SNAP) enrollment has in-

creased dramatically during the COVID-

19 economic crisis. Currently, one in

three households with children experi-

ences food insecurity, the greatest

prevalence in modern times.1 SNAP ef-

fectively reduces poverty and improves

food insecurity,2 and the current re-

cession has increased many US house-

holds’ reliance on federal nutrition

programs. These new developments

have intensified ongoing public debate

about the most effective program de-

signs for promoting food security and

dietary quality.

SNAP fruit and vegetable (FV) incen-

tives aim to improve diet quality for

participants by providing matching

funds for FVs purchased with electronic

benefit transfer (EBT). SNAP incentives

encourage healthy eating behaviors by

subsidizing FV purchase and consump-

tion. FV incentives have been piloted

nationwide, providing important evi-

dence than can inform optimal program

design. However, incentives are not

uniformly available to all SNAP par-

ticipants, and there are currently

insufficient federal resources appro-

priated to expand incentives nation-

wide. We review the scientific evidence

base for FV incentives and their corre-

lation with healthy eating behaviors,

highlight potential challenges for scaling

FV incentive programs, and explain the

public health opportunity associated

with nationwide expansion of evidence-

based FV incentives.

EVIDENCE BASE

SNAP provides more than 37 million

Americans monetary benefits for food.

Given widespread SNAP participation,

incremental program changes have the

potential to have large, positive impacts

on US food security and nutrition, fur-

ther aligning SNAP with agency mission.

The 2008 Farm Bill’s Healthy Incentives

Pilot (HIP) offered a $0.30 rebate per

every $1.00 of SNAP benefits spent on

targeted FVs. This program was associ-

ated with a reduction in the gap be-

tween actual and recommended FV

intake by 20%; SNAP households ran-

domly assigned to receive FV incentives

increased daily consumption of FVs by

26% (¼ cup equivalent) and monthly

household purchases increased 11%

($6.15).3

Subsequently, the 2014 Farm Bill au-

thorized the Food Insecurity Nutrition

Incentives (FINI) Program to fund com-

munity FV incentives for SNAP partici-

pants. The 2018 Farm Bill increased

funding and renamed FINI the Gus

Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Pro-

gram (GusNIP). The FINI Interim Report

evaluating 2015–2017 grantees showed

that FINI increased monthly FV pur-

chases for SNAP participants living near

a participating retailer by up to 16%

($15.32) but did not translate to de-

tectable increases in FV consumption.4

However, the consumption finding

should be interpreted with caution. The

wide array of FV incentive program de-

signs and limited uptake across the

2600 FINI-participating retailers compli-

cated the evaluation of FINI outcomes.

Some programs designed to measure

more discrete measurable outcomes

demonstrated large improvements in FV

consumption; for example, the FINI-

funded Rhode Island Public Health In-

stitute’s Food on the Move program, a

mobile produce market offering a 50%

discount on all EBT purchases, found

that SNAP customers spent $10.54

more on FVs per transaction per month

compared to non-SNAP customers and

was associated with increases in FV

consumption (Reece Lyerly, written

communication, September 1, 2020).

CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES

While growing evidence shows that FV

incentives improve healthy eating be-

haviors, successful incentive programs

face challenges as consumer demand

for incentives outpaces program

budgets. For example, in 2018, the
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Massachusetts Healthy Incentives Pro-

gram spent its entire three-year budget

of $1.3 million in less than one year,

followed by program suspensions in

2019 and 2020. Similarly, Food on the

Move sales skyrocketed when consumer

demand quadrupled with program ex-

pansion. While this growth was laudable,

it jeopardized the sustainability of both

programs and prompted contractions in

program scope. Forced contractions

confuse customers and likely limit con-

tinuity in healthy eating behaviors, the

intended outcome of FV incentives.

A compounding challenge is that FINI

and GusNIP require applicants to solicit

dollar-for-dollar nonfederal financial

matching contributions. Ultimately,

onerous matching requirements are

unrealistic for many state and nonprofit

institutions that operate programs, lim-

iting the scope of FV incentives. With the

current GusNIP funding structure, grant

funds are often insufficient to cover the

full cost of incentives and provide in-

adequate resources for administering

programs across retail settings. Dis-

pensing with nonfederal match re-

quirements would expand program

scope and contribute to continuity in

service.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
SCALING INCENTIVES

Successful FV incentive programs’ im-

pact and growth provide evidence for

scaling incentives. The decentralized

FINI model of smaller-scale grants cul-

minated in a wide array of incentive

program designs, providing critical in-

sight for scaling FV incentives into a

cohesive, nationwide program that

maximizes impact. Table 1 highlights

important program design consider-

ations and evidence-based recommen-

dations for a national FV incentive

program. We propose the following for

a national FV incentive:

Use 100% Match Rate and
No Match Cap

Debate has been ongoing about the

appropriate match rates and match

caps and how best to optimize and

simplify FV incentive structures. Match

rates refer to the incentive provided to

the customer relative to the customer’s

EBT expenditure. Match caps refer to

imposed incentive maximums. HIP and

farmers’ markets historically used lower

match rates, but most FINI retailers

(84%) provide a 100% match rate,4 with

anticipated larger increases in FV

spending relative to HIP.5 We recom-

mend a 100% (dollar-for-dollar) match

rate; this approach maximizes impact

and is easy to communicate.4 Although

most FINI grantees impose match caps

to contain costs,4 such restrictions can

unnecessarily complicate programs,

as few HIP households reached match

caps.3

Use Instant Electronic
Incentive Mechanisms

There is differing opinion on how best to

administer FV incentives. Some pro-

grams distribute incentives for re-

demption on future purchases to

motivate customer return, but many

redemption models culminate in in-

complete incentive redemption (Reece

Lyerly, written communication, Sep-

tember 1, 2020).4 While token or coupon

TABLE 1— Recommendations forMaximizing ImpactWhen Scaling Up Fruit and Vegetable Incentive Programs:
Evidence From the Healthy Incentives Pilot and Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive Program

Program Element Program Design Choices Recommendation

Match

Rate 100%, 40%, 30% Use 100% match rate and no match cap for a clear,
compelling program.Cap Transaction-based, household-based, none

Mechanism

Economic Instant, rebate, voucher Use an instant electronic incentive mechanism for
streamlined administration and high redemption.Delivery Electronic, physical

Targets

Fruits and vegetables Fresh, frozen, canned, local
Allow all forms of fruits and vegetables to earn additional
SNAP benefit across all authorized retailers, focusing
expansion to grocery stores.

Population SNAP, lower-income

Retailer Farmers’ markets, grocery stores, mobile markets, CSA

Note. CSA= community-supported agriculture; SNAP=Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
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incentives have lower start-up costs,

they can be operationally cumbersome

and difficult to monitor.4 Most impor-

tantly, electronic instant incentives op-

timize redemption rates (Reece Lyerly,

written communication, September 1,

2020) and increase capacity for moni-

toring and evaluation, which is critical in

evaluating the impacts of the proposed

national incentive model. We endorse

using existing SNAP technology to pro-

vide immediate redemption of incen-

tives through EBT cards; these models

optimize redemption and reduce stigma

through discrete redemption of

incentives.

Expand Target Foods,
Population, and Retailers

A final set of incentive program con-

siderations revolve around target foods,

population, and retailers. Half of FINI-

funded projects target only local, fresh

FVs to support local agriculture.4 How-

ever, we recommend incentives apply to

fresh, canned, and frozen FVs to maxi-

mize consumption of FVs year-round

given smaller effect size in programs

that place restrictions on FV form.6

Moreover, most SNAP benefits are

redeemed in grocery stores and su-

permarkets; FV incentives should

therefore be designed for large retail

settings where they are likely to have the

greatest public health impact. Wide-

spread implementation will further am-

plify impact through promotional effects

(https://bit.ly/35X0yjY).

CALL TO ACTION

FINI and GusNIP established FV incen-

tive programs that varied in design and

implementation that collectively con-

tributed to important changes in healthy

food access and enhanced healthy

eating behaviors among SNAP partici-

pants. However, only a small fraction of

SNAP participants currently has access

to FV incentive programs. Recent in-

creases in SNAP participation also rep-

resent an opportunity to improve the

health of millions of Americans and to

stimulate economic activity through in-

creased purchasing power. Scaling FV

incentives to all SNAP participants has

been associated with health benefits

that could culminate in more than $1

billion in health care savings related

to nutrition-driven chronic disease.7

During this time of economic crisis and

rising food insecurity, we call on the

federal government to institutionalize

evidence-based FV incentives for all

SNAP participants.
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