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ABSTRACT
Objective: To conduct a nationwide assessment of communication by participating states and Washington
DC about the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Online Purchasing Pilot expansion.
Design: Systematic coding of official communication from state and DC SNAP administrating agencies.

Participants: Forty-six states and DC approved to participate in the pilot as of October 2020 (n = 47).
Data were collected from official SNAP administrating agency websites, state press releases, and state emer-

gency coronavirus disease 2019 websites.
Variables Measured: Four domains were collected from communication materials: (1) program informa-
tion, (2) retailer information, (3) health and nutrition information, and (4) communication accessibility.
Analysis:Qualitative content analysis, descriptive statistics.

Results: Thirty-four (72%) states issued an official press release about the pilot that was easily accessible
through online searches (15 available in multiple languages), 21 (45%) included information on their SNAP

agency website, and 15 (32%) included information on their official coronavirus disease 2019 website.

Most states identified authorized retailers (n = 37; 79%), provided information about pickup/delivery

(n = 31; 66%), and stated the SNAP online start date (n = 29; 62%). About a quarter of states (n = 12; 26%)

provided information about nutrition and health.
Conclusions and Implications: State communication about the SNAP online pilot mostly focused on
basic program and retailer information and included limited information about nutrition and health.

Key Words: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, online shopping, grocery, nutrition education,

COVID-19 (J Nutr Educ Behav. 2021;53:931−937.)
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INTRODUCTION

The US Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP) is the largest
federal nutrition assistance pro-
gram.1 In 2019, 35.7 million income-
eligible Americans—almost half of
them children—received SNAP bene-
fits each month, equivalent to an
average of $129 per person per
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month.2 The SNAP provides nutri-
tion benefits to supplement the food
budget of income-eligible families
and authorizes more than 245,000
brick-and-mortar retailers across the
country in which Electronic Benefit
Transfer (EBT) allows SNAP partici-
pants to pay for food using SNAP
benefits.3 However, disparities in the
availability of healthy foods and
beverages in high-poverty areas have
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posed challenges for many SNAP par-
ticipants4,5 and may contribute to
disparities in diet quality and health
outcomes.6 To address these inequi-
ties, improve food security, and mod-
ernize SNAP, the 2014 Farm Bill (P.L.
113-79) authorized the USDA to con-
duct a pilot to test the feasibility of
allowing authorized SNAP retailers to
accept SNAP benefits online.7 By
2017, the USDA selected 8 retailers
(ie, Amazon, Dash’s Market, Fresh
Direct, Hy-Vee, Safeway, ShopRite,
Walmart Stores, and Wright’s Mar-
kets) in 8 states (ie, Alabama, Iowa,
Maryland, Nebraska, New Jersey,
New York, Oregon, and Washington)
for the year pilot.8 In parts of New
York state, the SNAP online pilot
began in April 2019, with plans to
expand the program to 7 additional
states in 2020.8

In the 2018 Farm Bill (P.L. 115-
334) Congress required nationwide
implementation of online acceptance
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for SNAP benefits after these pilots
were implemented. This post-pilot
nationwide implementation timeline
rapidly changed in response to the
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic, increased demand for
online grocery shopping options
given concerns about in-person shop-
ping because of viral exposure,
and increased food insecurity—par-
ticularly among communities of
color.9-11 Indeed, during the COVID-
19 pandemic, food insecurity
increased from 10.5% of US house-
holds in 201912 to an estimated 23%
of US households between April and
May of 2020.13 This resulted in rapid
increases in SNAP enrollment, which
approached 43 million in April 20202

and is expected to remain high dur-
ing the COVID-19 recovery.14 Online
grocery ordering and sales have also
surged, with as high as 79% of cus-
tomers reporting online shopping,
compared with 39% before COVID-
19.15,16 In April, 2020, USDA used its
Congressional authority to rapidly
expand the SNAP Online Purchasing
Pilot; by August, 2020, 46 states and
the District of Columbia (hereafter
referred to as 47 states) had applied
and been approved to participate in
the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot,8

and by November, 2021, 5 of the 8
original retailers (ie, Amazon, Safe-
way, ShopRite, Walmart Stores, and
Wright’s Markets) continued to par-
ticipate in online SNAP retail,
whereas additional retailers engaged
in the approval and testing process.17

All states provide information
about SNAP to the general public
through online platforms such as
state agency websites and social
media.18 Communication and out-
reach can improve SNAP participa-
tion, increase awareness of program
changes, and provide information
about how to access healthy and
nutritious foods, potentially result-
ing in benefits for participants,
states, and communities.19,20

However, the rapid expansion of the
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot—par-
ticularly among states that were not
online before COVID-19—may result
in communication gaps that
could lead to the underuse of this
innovative program. The purpose of
this study was to systematically
assess state communication following
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot
approval, with the goal of identifying
emerging best practices and areas for
improvement.
METHODS

Sample

All states and DC (n = 47) approved to
participate in the SNAP Online Pur-
chasing Pilot by the end of October,
2020 were included in the study sam-
ple (as of August, 2021, 47 states and
DC were actively participating; 1
state—Arkansas—had been approved
but remained in the planning phase;
as of manuscript submission/publica-
tion, 47 states and DC were actively
participating).8 Review by the Insti-
tutional Review Board was not
required for this study because
human subjects were not involved.21

Using protocols established in similar
state-based reviews,18,22 a systematic
web-based search was conducted (de-
tails can be found in the Supplemen-
tary Materials associated with this
article) to identify 3 primary infor-
mation sources from each state: (1)
official state program announce-
ments for the SNAP Online Purchas-
ing Pilot (eg, press releases,
declarations, official communica-
tions from state governor’s offices);
(2) state SNAP agency administrative
sites (eg, Massachusetts Department
of Transitional Assistance; Missis-
sippi Department of Human Serv-
ices); and (3) state government
COVID-19 information sites. Explor-
atory data collection included
searches among state agency social
media (ie, Facebook, Twitter).
Coding Protocol

The USDA SNAP State Outreach Plan
Guidance19 and the Center for Bud-
get and Policy Priorities (CBPP)
report SNAP Online: A Review of State
Government SNAP Websites18 were
used to help identify relevant infor-
mation sources and prior communi-
cation activities. Two trained coders
(C.G.D. and C.B.) familiar with pro-
tocols established in similar state-
based reviews conducted data collec-
tion and an initial review of 10 states
to compare sources, extraction strate-
gies, and open-ended coding notes to
develop consensus and initial coding
items (ie, meaningful portions of
text) and domains (ie, groups of
closely related items) using a conven-
tional content analysis approach.23

This approach allowed coders the
flexibility to use both inductive and
deductive approaches in parallel,
drawing from what was known about
state SNAP agency communication
policies (ie, from the USDA SNAP
State Outreach Plan Guidance and
the CBPP report) and what was
learned from the data. Coders met
with the larger research team to
refine coding classifications (ie,
dichotomous assessment for the pres-
ence or absence of an item) and for-
malize domains and definitions.

Using the initial coding protocol,
4 domains were identified and com-
prised 8 items (detailed definitions
included in the Supplementary Mate-
rials associated with this article): (1)
program information—SNAP Online
Purchasing Pilot start date, SNAP eli-
gibility, and SNAP enrollment infor-
mation; (2) retailer information—
online SNAP-authorized retailer iden-
tification, online retailer access,
information about fees (eg, delivery
fees) or minimum purchasing re-
quirements (ie, USDA regulations
state that “no minimum dollar
amount per transaction or maximum
limit on the number of transactions
shall be established,” but retailers
may include a suggested, not
required, minimum24), and informa-
tion about grocery pickup or deliv-
ery; (3) health and nutrition
information such as tools or educa-
tional materials for making healthy
choices; and (4) communication
accessibility, which focused on the
translation of communication mate-
rials into multiple languages.

When state government sources
did not include information about
the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot,
additional information about SNAP
enrollment, eligibility, and health
and nutrition were not assessed.
States generally include information
about SNAP eligibility and enroll-
ment on their official SNAP agency
site; however, interest in the SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot expansion
made it necessary to focus data col-
lection efforts on states that included
this information in SNAP Online
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Purchasing Pilot materials. Therefore,
information about eligibility or
enrollment is only included if state
SNAP agency sites included informa-
tion about the SNAP Online Purchas-
ing Pilot.

One coder (C.B.) continued to
identify and collect web-based com-
munication among states who re-
ported enrollment in the SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot. Links to all
communication materials and copies
of documents were collected weekly
from official state press releases, state
SNAP administrating agency web-
sites, and state emergency COVID-19
websites through the end of August,
2020. Following the establishment of
domains and items, coders indepen-
dently assessed communication ma-
terials and maintained consistent
note-taking during the analytic pro-
cess to document any clarifications
made to codes and the process for re-
examining and applying these clarifi-
cations to previously coded material.
Questions about ambiguities in the
coding process were discussed with
the research team as a means of
peer debriefing.25 Consensus coding
Figure 1. Official state sources providi
Online Purchasing Pilot. Note: Forty-sev

SNAP online pilot program as of Octobe
Source counts from state press release
sites may not sum to the total for any sou

vide information from multiple sources. T
is included in the Supplementary Mater
online purchases made using SNAP (eg

tions state that “no minimum dollar amou
tablished,” but retailers may include a s
regulation or information about suggeste
was conducted through duplicate
review (conducted by C.G.D.) and
discussion. Disagreements in the
application of codes were discussed,
and a final code was applied in lieu of
calculating interrater reliability.

Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corpo-
ration, Redmond, WA) was used to
organize data and extracted online
text findings from sources. Across
states, frequencies were calculated
for each item (0, no information pro-
vided; 1, information available), and
the frequency of items by the source
was identified (defined as the number
of state sources that included each
item, divided by the number of states
participating in the SNAP Online
Purchasing Pilot; n = 47).

RESULTS

Figure 1 summarizes the frequency
for all domains and items, overall
and by source (additional details are
included in the Supplementary Mate-
rials associated with this article).
Thirty-four of 47 states (72%) issued
an official press release accessible via
an online search using SNAP-related
ng information about the Supplemental N
en states (including Washington, DC) re

r, 2020. Multiple sources from 1 state m
s, state SNAP agency sites, and state e
rce. For each set of bars, the states can b

he 3 bars on the right do not necessarily
ials associated with this article. Fees re
, delivery fees, processing fees). The U

nt per transaction or maximum limit on th
uggested, not required, minimum. This c
d minimum purchases.24
keywords (n = 15; 32% were made
available in multiple languages).
Twenty-one states (45%) included
some form of information about the
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot on the
SNAP agency official website (13
states, 28%) made this information
available in multiple languages), and
15 (32%) included this information
on their official state COVID-19
information page (n = 9 states,19%
made this information available in
multiple languages). Figure 2 pro-
vides a spatial overview of the results,
indicating some regional patterns in
the comprehensiveness of reporting
(eg, states in the southeastern and
Midwest US generally provided less
information). Information about the
comprehensiveness of reporting
from each source is included in the
Supplementary Materials associated
with this article.

Program Information

Thirty-one of 47 states (66%) pro-
vided at least 1 aspect of program
information regarding the SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot. The start
utrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
ceived approval to participate in the

ay report information for each item.
mergency coronavirus disease 2019
e counted multiple times if they pro-

add up to the total. The full codebook
fer to additional charges applied to
S Department of Agriculture regula-

e number of transactions shall be es-
ode applies to statements about the
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dates were most commonly available,
which was reported for 29 states
(62%) and was most often in the state
press releases (n = 27; 57%) followed
by state SNAP agency sites (n = 7;
15%) and state COVID-19 sites (n = 4;
9%). Among states that communi-
cated information about the SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot, 16 (34%)
also included information about pro-
gram enrollment (n = 12 press re-
leases [26%]; n = 6 state COVID-19
sites [13%]; n = 4 state SNAP agency
sites [9%]) and 11 included informa-
tion about program eligibility (n = 11
press releases [23%]; n = 1 state
COVID-19 sites [2%]; n = 0 state
SNAP agency sites [0%]).

Information About Retailers

Thirty-seven states (79%) included
some information about retailers
including identifying those autho-
rized to accept SNAP benefits online.
This information was included in at
least 1 resource for each state (n = 32
press releases [68%]; n = 15 state
COVID-19 sites [32%]; n = 21 state
SNAP agency sites [45%]). Informa-
tion about grocery pickup or delivery
was available for 31 states (66%;
n = 21 press releases [45%]; n = 20
state COVID-19 sites [43%]; n = 9
state SNAP agency sites [19%]); 29
(62%) included information about
fees or minimum purchases (n = 19
press releases [40%]; n = 10 state
COVID-19 sites [21%]; n = 18 state
SNAP agency sites [38%]), and 23
(49%) provided information about
retailer access like information direc-
tions for how to enter SNAP EBT
information into the online retailer
portal or a link to this information,
provided by the retailer (n = 7 press
releases [15%]; n = 9 state COVID-19
sites [19%]; n = 18 state SNAP agency
sites [38%]).

Health and Nutrition

Health and nutrition information
was less frequently available, and no
states made this information avail-
able frommore than 1 source. Twelve
states (26%) include some informa-
tion about health or nutrition (n = 10
press releases [21%]; n = 1 state
COVID-19 sites [2%]; n = 1 state
SNAP agency sites [2%]); but this
information was generally a generic
restatement of SNAP’s purpose (eg,
“to encourage the consumption of
healthy, nutritious foods”). No states
provided additional information like
a link or reference to the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program Education
(SNAP-Ed) program, which is a fed-
eral program dedicated to helping
SNAP participants eat healthy on a
limited budget,26 or links to resources
to assist SNAP participants in making
healthy choices when shopping
virtually.

State Social Media (Exploratory)

Twenty-eight state SNAP agencies
(60%) had a social media post
announcing the approval of the
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot, which
typically included a link to official
state or USDA resources or a local
news story. Information about the
state SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot
was not accompanied by additional
nutrition or health-related sources.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to systematically
assess how states communicate
publicly about the rapid SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot expansion
during the initial stages of the
COVID-19 pandemic and what infor-
mation they provided. The content,
source, and comprehensiveness of
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communication varied widely. Most
states commonly included retailer
information and seldomly provided
information about health or nutri-
tion. The variation in state commu-
nication is similar to findings from
previous investigations of SNAP re-
sources available online18,27 and
recent state-based assessments of
COVID-19 focused communication
of school meal provision during the
early weeks of the COVID-19 pan-
demic.22 The quality of the commu-
nications by states regarding the
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot was
likely impacted by the simultaneous
implementation of other COVID-19
pandemic relief responses, including
distributing the increased SNAP ben-
efit allotments to eligible house-
holds; responding to increased SNAP
enrollment during an unprecedented
economic downturn; rolling out
other innovative COVID-19 responses
including Pandemic Electronic Bene-
fits Transfer, which is administered by
state SNAP agencies and provided
eligible children in SNAP and non-
SNAP households benefits during
school closures; and implementing a
variety of other SNAP administrative
flexibilities.28 Understanding states’
approaches (ie, content, communica-
tion channel) to communicating criti-
cal program information is important
to emergency planning efforts during
public health emergencies or rapid
program changes and may address
food insecurity, limit health risk, and
prevent the exacerbation of health dis-
parities, particularly among under-
served communities.

Almost all states identified retailers
in their official state communication,
most often in the official state press
release or SNAP agency site. Although
the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot has
expanded almost nationwide, retailers
authorized to accept SNAP benefits
online was largely limited to 2 major
retailers (ie, until November 2, Amazon
and/or Walmart were the only retailers
authorized to operate in 41 of the pilot
states, details included in the Supple-
mentary Materials associated with this
article) though only 5 of the 8 original
retailers continued to participate in the
SNAP online program.8,17

Easy-to-find programmatic infor-
mation about the pilot, including
state SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot
start date, eligibility, and enrollment
information, were also inconsistently
available, as evidenced by the fact
that 44% of states did not provide
any this information in their official
state communications. Although
most state SNAP agency websites
included information about eligibil-
ity and enrollment on their general
SNAP site (eg, online applications,
eligibility screeners, and printable ap-
plications), state SNAP agency sites
rarely included this type of informa-
tion alongside announcements about
the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot.18

The economic consequences of
COVID-19 have increased SNAP eligi-
bility, and households that are newly
eligible (ie, those who have not previ-
ously participated in the program)
may lack the background, experi-
ence, or tools to easily navigate the
nutrition safety net. Clear communi-
cation from official sources to help
newly eligible households interact
with and navigate unfamiliar systems
may be particularly needed in light
of early-pandemic reports detailing
confusion and disinformation about
SNAP eligibility29 and research sug-
gesting that SNAP participants prefer
clear, consistent, and accessible mes-
saging.27 This includes being trans-
parent about how the revised public
charge rule under the Trump admin-
istration included SNAP participation
for the first time as part of its criteria
for assessing admissibility as a US citi-
zen but did not include the USDA
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC), Pandemic Electronic Benefits
Transfer, and other school-based and
childcare based programs. The Biden
administration rescinded this revised
public charge rule.30,31,32

Despite increasing efforts to
strengthen the public health impacts
of SNAP and the recent expansion of
SNAP-Ed into innovative obesity
prevention approaches,33 information
about health and nutrition was largely
absent from official state sources.
When present, this information was
typically generic and did not provide
specific information or tools for shop-
pers to use in the online marketplace.
Online communication from trusted
sources can improve information
access and may improve outcomes
among high-risk communities.34
Although not included in this analy-
sis, the inclusion of complementary
outreach efforts such as phone calls,
emails, and SNAP-Ed materials in
future dissemination guidelines could
be important.

This nationwide assessment pro-
vides timely insights on an unprece-
dented rollout of SNAP Online
Purchasing Pilot expansion, but this
study has limitations. First, these analy-
ses are limited to web-based informa-
tion and do not include systematic
evaluation of communication sent to
current SNAP participants by mail,
email, phone, or text, and state social
media accounts related to state SNAP
agencies were considered exploratory.
Second, data collection was limited to
state-based government sources, which
does not capture media coverage of
state SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot
communication efforts or communica-
tion between individuals via social
media, among other potential key in-
fluencer sources. Third, data were col-
lected in summer 2020, following
USDA SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot
approval for each state, and was up-
dated throughout the short study
period. Because some states began par-
ticipation later in the study timeline—
with additional time to prepare for
their state’s enrollment—it is possible
that their communication efforts may
appear more comprehensive. Finally,
because of the focus on the SNAP
Online Purchasing Pilot, the assess-
ment of a state’s web-based informa-
tion on SNAP eligibility and
enrollment might be a limited repre-
sentation of their potential overall
web-based communication approach
on these topical areas. However, this
information has been well-docu-
mented and is available elsewhere.18
IMPLICATIONS FOR

RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the
rapid expansion of SNAP Online has
been a critical resource for partici-
pants to get access to food while
maintaining social distancing. State
outreach efforts to inform house-
holds about availability, eligibility,
procedures, and resources about
SNAP Online are important for
helping participants navigate the
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program.19 Findings from this
research report demonstrate that offi-
cial state government communica-
tion and outreach resources to SNAP
participants provided limited infor-
mation about the SNAP Online
Purchasing Pilot. Communication
mostly focused on basic program and
retailer information with limited
information about nutrition and
health, which suggest some possible
areas of inquiry for practice and
research.

In addition to identifying retailers
authorized to accept SNAP benefits
online, more states may consider pro-
viding information about grocery
pickup or delivery and fees or pur-
chase requirements as these may be
differentially available across states,
retailers, and urban vs rural areas.
Transparent communication require-
ments from Congress, the USDA, and
states regarding these potential addi-
tional fees have tremendous poten-
tial to help households with low
income avoid unexpected charges.

With respect to practice, this
study found that health and nutri-
tion information (eg, information
about SNAP as a tool to access nutri-
tious foods, resources to encourage
healthy shopping online) was the
least consistently addressed domain
across all states and all types of com-
munication. This suggests that efforts
to provide more health and nutrition
information to SNAP participants
in the online environment may be
useful for promoting nutrition
security (which refers to consistent
access, availability, and affordability
of foods and beverages that promote
well-being and prevent disease,
particularly among our nation’s most
socially disadvantaged popula-
tions35). State SNAP agencies,
SNAP-Ed programs, and nutrition
professionals working with vulnera-
ble populations (ie, communities of
color, rural, and neighborhoods with
high levels of SNAP participation)
can play a role in addressing these
gaps through the development and
testing of policy, systems, and envi-
ronmental interventions and infor-
mational materials for this new
virtual marketplace.23 Online grocery
shopping has the potential to im-
prove nutrition by prompting or
nudging customers toward healthier
purchases; providing important nutri-
tion information like the Nutrition
Facts panel or healthy recipes; and by
improving healthy food access in
underserved areas and using cultur-
ally tailored approaches to maximize
benefit uptake and use, beyond pro-
viding education.22 These efforts
could be important because they
move beyond direct education and
strive to address the historical, sys-
temic, and structural challenges that
impact access and behavior. Further
work could also explore how states
can provide culturally and contextu-
ally relevant tips for how SNAP par-
ticipants can best use online retailers
to maximize health and nutrition
and differences in communication
strategies or effectiveness.

With respect to research, more
work is needed to understand the
most effective approaches to deliver-
ing nutrition information to SNAP
participants in the online setting and
how to best nudge these customers
toward healthier purchases.36 Further
work could also explore how states
can provide culturally and contextu-
ally relevant tips for how SNAP partic-
ipants can best use online retailers to
maximize nutritious choices. Finally,
ongoing assessments of state commu-
nication about SNAP online, with a
particular focus on health and nutri-
tion information, would complement
existing guidance such as the SNAP
Online: A Review of State Government
SNAP Websites18 and provide impor-
tant insights about changes in com-
munication strategies.

The rapid expansion of SNAP
Online provided a resource to SNAP
participants during COVID-19. How-
ever, the limited focus on health and
nutrition information and limited
types of communication channels
suggest room for improvement—a
shift that may help to promote nutri-
tion security.
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