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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) relies
extensively on Federal survey data for analyses of participation in the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP). SNAP has long been one of the Nation’s largest and most
important assistance programs for low-income households.

Underreporting, defined as the relative difference between weighted survey estimates
and corresponding program administrative data, has plagued household survey estimates of
participation in SNAP and other programs that serve low-income populations, and the problem
has only increased over time. Between 1984 and 2006, the average monthly number of
households participating in SNAP estimated in the Current Population Survey (CPS) declined
from 74 percent of the number of households recorded in program administrative statistics to
just 53 percent of that number (Meyer, Mok, & Sullivan, 2009).

Underreporting presents a problem for policy analysis of SNAP participation—
particularly when it reaches the levels recorded in the CPS—for three main reasons. First,
national household surveys understate the size of the SNAP population and, thus, the impact of
SNAP. A recent assessment of the role of SNAP in alleviating poverty, for example, estimated
from CPS data that if SNAP benefits were included in family income, the incidence of poverty
would be reduced an average of 4.4 percent each year from 2000 to 2009 (Tiehen, Jolliffe, &
Gundersen, 2012). If such benefits are understated by 40 to 50 percent, the impact of SNAP in
reducing poverty will be underestimated by a substantial margin. Second, there is a strong
likelihood that the participants identified in the surveys are not representative of the entire
participant population, which biases the resultant estimates of the characteristics of SNAP
participants. Third, since the “nonparticipant” group includes nonreporting participants,
differences between the SNAP participants and nonparticipants will be diluted when comparing
characteristics or behaviors of the two groups.

FNS and its policy research community have developed a variety of strategies to correct
for underreporting when developing estimates from survey data. However, the validity and
effectiveness of these corrections is limited by what is known about the extent of
underreporting and how that underreporting affects the distribution of participant
characteristics observed in surveys. The purpose of this research was to assess 1) the current
extent of underreporting of SNAP participation in key Federal surveys and 2) the methods
utilized to address the problems posed by this underreporting with the goal of identifying
potential strategies for reducing underreporting in the future. As such, the study involved three
key components. First, a literature review was conducted to document what is known in the
research literature about the nature of underreporting of SNAP and other assistance programs.
Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted with subject-matter experts to gather
information about SNAP underreporting that is not reflected in published literature. Third, an
extant data analysis was conducted to 1) update estimates of the magnitude of SNAP
underreporting; 2) assess patterns of SNAP underreporting by household characteristics; and 3)
examine possible explanations for the substantial decline in the SNAP reporting rate in the CPS.
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OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR KEY SURVEYS

Four key nationally representative household surveys were selected for this in-depth
review: the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), the CPS Annual Social and
Economic Supplement (ASEC), the American Community Survey (ACS), and the National Health
and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES). These datasets are among the most important for
analyzing SNAP receipt and the characteristics of the SNAP-eligible population. Each survey
posed unique challenges in the estimation of the number of SNAP participants and benefits
received. For three of the surveys (all but SIPP), SNAP participation was recorded only at the
household level; multiple SNAP units within the same household were not identified, nor were
individual SNAP participants. In cases where SNAP participants—or at least their number—
were not identified, we counted all household members as if they were participants. It is
important to note that while counting households instead of units imparts a downward bias to
the survey estimates when compared to administrative counts of SNAP units, counting all
household members instead of participants introduces an upward bias because not all
household members in participating households are participants themselves.

To assess underreporting, we used SNAP Program Operations data and SNAP Quality
Control (QC) sample data as the sources of administrative benchmarks. We compared the most
recent 2 years available; for most surveys this was 2009-2010; for NHANES, this was 2007-2008.

Brief Overview of the SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES SNAP Questions
SURVEY SNAP QUESTIONS
Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP)

“Since [MONTH] 1st, were you authorized to receive food stamps?”

“Who is/was covered by [NAME’s] [MONTH] Food Stamp benefits?”
Current Population Survey
(CPS) – March Annual Social
and Economic Supplement
(ASEC)

2010: “Did (you/anyone in this household) get food stamps or a food
stamp benefit card at any time during 2009?”

“At any time during 2009, even for one month, did (you/anyone
in this household) receive any food assistance from (State
Program name)?”

2011: “At any time during 2010, even for one month, did (you/anyone
in this household) receive any food assistance from (State
program name) or a food assistance benefit card (such as State
EBT card name)?”

Both: “How many months was food assistance received
in 2010?”

American Community
Survey (ACS)

"In the past 12 months, did anyone in this household receive Food Stamps
or a Food Stamp benefit card?"

National Health and
Nutrition Examination
Survey (NHANES)

For each person in the household in the survey (more than one person
from the household may be selected for the survey):

“In the last 12 months, did (you/you or any member of your household)
receive SNAP or Food Stamp benefits?”

“On what date did (you/your household) last receive SNAP or Food Stamp
benefits?”

Note: For further details on each of these surveys, see Appendix A.
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The different questions asked by the surveys make them hard to compare to each other.
For example, the SIPP is the only survey that asks about each individual in the household, and
who is covered each month. That allows researchers to construct the SNAP unit (allowing
multiple units per household) and identify the individuals covered by SNAP within the
household. This is not possible with the remaining three surveys, so users often assume 1) that
the household is the SNAP unit (which understates the number of SNAP units per household)
and 2) that each individual residing in the household is participating in SNAP (which overstates
the number of individuals covered per participating household). Additionally, the ACS and
NHANES provide estimates for a combined 2-year period only, rather than two separate
calendar-year periods like the SIPP and CPS. Last, since the ACS only has one question,
researchers are not able to construct estimates of average monthly participation (just
households ever participating in the past year), nor can they assess the underreporting of the
amount of SNAP benefits received. For example, survey questions may refer to “SNAP” or “food
stamps” rather than or in addition to State-specific program names; may include a series of
follow-up questions to improve data quality; and may use varying reference periods.

REASONS FOR UNDERREPORTING

Varied reasons have been suggested to explain why survey estimates of participation in
SNAP and other programs serving low-income populations fall short of program administrative
totals. Evidence suggests that most SNAP underreporting stems from response error on the
part of the survey respondent. In comparing responses to a question on SNAP receipt in the
national 2001 Supplemental Survey of the ACS to State of Maryland administrative records,
Taeuber et al. (2004) found that response error (where a respondent reported no SNAP
benefits when they were actually received) accounted for 68 percent of the discrepancy
between survey estimates and administrative records.1 This study also found that of the
households that matched to the administrative records, 78.6 percent of households that
participated in SNAP in the survey month answered correctly, but only 5.2 percent of those that
participated 12 months earlier responded correctly, suggesting that recall periods of 1 year are
problematic.

Changes in SNAP policy can impact survey reporting as well. For example, States are
modernizing their eligibility systems and streamlining eligibility criteria so that a person may be
enrolled in multiple assistance programs at one time. The respondent may not be aware of the
range of programs in which he or she has been enrolled. In October 2008, the Federal name of
the program changed from the Food Stamp Program (FSP) to SNAP. States did not need to
change the State-specific program name for SNAP; and if they did change it, they did not need
to change it to SNAP. As a result, approximately 17 States are using names different from SNAP
or FSP. Having different names to reflect the same program can be confusing for both the

1 Another 6 percent of the discrepancy was due to participants living in group quarters that were outside the survey universe, and 8.2 percent
was a result of definitional differences between SNAP assistance units and survey households. The remaining 17.7 percent of the discrepancy
between survey and administrative records was unaccounted for, but the authors suggest that the mobility of the low-income population may
play a major role by affecting its representation in surveys (Taeuber et al., 2004).
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interviewer and the respondent. The interviewer may need to refer to SNAP by several
different names in order for the respondent to recognize the program.

A summary of the reasons why survey estimates may differ from administrative totals
includes the following.

Known Reasons for Differences Between Survey Estimates Of
Program Participation and Program Administrative Totals

RESPONSE ERROR

1. Respondents often report their current participation status when asked about previous
participation.

2. If the questions ask the respondent to report ever having participated over an extended period of
time, the respondent may not remember or may think participation was earlier than it was. Recall
errors are likely to increase when participation was many months ago or lasted for just a few months.

3. A stigma associated with the receipt of “welfare” makes survey respondents reluctant to
acknowledge their participation in such programs—or even to participate if eligible (Moffitt, 1981).

4. A respondent may correctly report participation but in the wrong program, due to confusion over
program names. Or, the survey may use program names that are unfamiliar to the respondent, with
the result that the respondent reports no participation.

5. The respondent may not be aware that the family or someone in the household is participating.

6. Respondents may elect to not respond to questions about participation in programs or about income
or benefits in general.

SURVEY DESIGN

7. Surveys often don’t capture the program assistance unit. Survey questions may not reflect all of the
ways that participants can receive benefits—for example, benefits for children may be received by a
parent who is not a beneficiary.

8. Program participants and low-income households in general may be underrepresented in some
surveys due to sampling frame undercoverage or differentially high unit nonresponse, or in
longitudinal surveys, sample attrition.

9. Some surveys use income screens to skip questions for unlikely participants, but this means that
some individuals are never asked about programs in which they participated.

10. Questionnaire design and placement of the program questions play a large role in whether
participants are captured in the survey.

ADMINISTRATIVE FILES

11. Enrollment counts in program data may be overstated due to retention of former beneficiaries on
program rolls or duplication of enrollment records.

12. The administrative data may cover a broader universe than the survey data, since surveys exclude the
institutional population.

13. Surveys use a different reference period; most tend to ask if an individual was ever enrolled, not
currently enrolled or enrolled in a specific month.
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SNAP UNDERREPORTING OVER TIME

Since the late 1970s, CPS estimates of average monthly SNAP participants and average
monthly benefits have been substantially lower than SNAP administrative counts. This
limitation of CPS data was acknowledged in policy analyses of the SNAP program, which
commonly substituted administrative counts for survey estimates when estimating
participation rates. One of the goals motivating the development of the SIPP was the collection
of improved data on income and on participation in government programs. In 1984, its first full
year of operation, SIPP estimates of average monthly households participating in SNAP were 89
percent of total SNAP units, and SIPP estimates of aggregate SNAP benefits were 85 percent of
administrative totals—both about 15 percentage points more than CPS estimates. SIPP
reporting of SNAP participation and benefits declined over the next 20 years, but not nearly as
much as did CPS reporting. By 2005, SIPP estimates of SNAP households were still 83 percent of
total SNAP units, and SIPP estimates of aggregate SNAP benefits were 76 percent of
administrative totals. By comparison, CPS estimates of SNAP households were only 56 percent
of total SNAP units, and CPS estimates of annual SNAP benefits were 55 percent of
administrative totals.

A small number of studies utilizing SNAP administrative records matched to survey
records documented the importance of response error in accounting for survey underreporting
of SNAP participation. In one such study, conducted with administrative and survey records
from the State of Maryland, survey households that linked to SNAP administrative records but
reported no SNAP receipt explained 68 percent of the net undercount of SNAP households.
SNAP units that were outside the survey universe accounted for another 6 percent while
multiple SNAP units from the same survey household explained another 8 percent, leaving 18
percent unexplained.

UNDERREPORTING OF OTHER PROGRAMS

Underreporting is not unique to SNAP. Other government programs show similar levels
of underreporting in most cases. The Special Supplemental Assistance Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC) provides the closest parallel to SNAP as a program, and recent
estimates of WIC reporting in the CPS are similar to those for SNAP. Unlike SNAP, however,
WIC estimates from the SIPP fall below those from the CPS, with recent reporting rates below
60 percent. This pattern, however, is atypical of the SIPP, which generally reflects higher
reporting rates for program participation, including for TANF, SSI, and NSLP.

FINDINGS FROM THE EXTANT DATA ANALYSIS

Magnitude of Underreporting. Results from our extant data analysis suggest that,
consistent with findings from earlier years (Meyer et al., 2009), the SIPP continues to show the
highest coverage rate and the CPS the lowest for both participation and benefits, relative to
SNAP Program Operations data. In 2010, for example, the SIPP covered about 78 percent of the
average monthly number of SNAP units, and SIPP households that included SNAP participants
were 71 percent of the average monthly SNAP units. For the same year, CPS households with
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SNAP participants were just 57 percent of the average monthly number of SNAP units. By
comparison, ACS households with SNAP participants were about two-thirds (66 percent) of the
average monthly SNAP units in 2009-2010, whereas NHANES covered about 88 percent of SNAP
units in 2007-2008.

Patterns of Underreporting. A comparison of the distributions of household
characteristics in the surveys relative to the administrative data revealed some notable
patterns of underreporting. While many aspects of household composition were fairly similar
between the surveys and SNAP QC data, which represent SNAP units, results suggest the
surveys may be capturing too few one-person units. A related finding is that surveys are
capturing disproportionately fewer of the lower income households. Results also suggest that
the surveys, including the unit-level estimates produced from the SIPP, are not adequately
capturing child-only SNAP units. Finally, the distributions of monthly SNAP benefit amounts are
very similar between the surveys and the QC data, suggesting that despite the underreporting
of participation, reporting of benefits among households that report participation appears fairly
accurate.

CPS Underreporting Over Time. The research uncovered that, when SNAP enrollment
rises, survey estimates do not rise as quickly. New participants may be less likely to report
participation, so underreporting grows with new enrollees; a study matching Texas
administrative data to NHANES data found evidence of this as well (Kirlin, Mirel, Schroeder, &
Wiseman, 2012). SIPP estimates tend to rise more rapidly than CPS estimates during these
periods, which may be due to a number of factors that differentiate the two surveys, including
the fact that SIPP interviews everyone in the household. Similarly, when SNAP enrollment falls,
survey estimates do not fall as steeply, although this means that the surveys recover some of
their lost ground from periods of rising enrollment. In either situation, there was little evidence
of a survey lag—just a flatter slope. Falling enrollment tends to reduce the proportion of
enrollees who are new, which should improve overall reporting; however, falling enrollment
also increases the fraction of households whose enrollment was several months ago, which has
the opposite effect.

MOVING FORWARD

Study recommendations include the following:

 A short reference period is very important when asking about SNAP benefits. SNAP
questions on surveys should ask about current SNAP participation.

 If prior participation is needed, establishing current participation first will help
respondents distinguish between the two.

 Surveys should ask about benefits that adults who are not beneficiaries themselves
receive on behalf of children.

 A second household respondent may be helpful as well (but is not an option for the CPS
or ACS).
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 To improve reporting by new participants, respondents should be reminded to report
participation even if they have started to receive benefits recently or never received
such benefits previously.

 To improve reporting by participants with low benefits, respondents should be
encouraged to report any benefits they received, regardless of how little the amount.

 CPS income screens—used to reduce respondent burden—may preclude SNAP
reporting by participants in large, higher income households or part-year participants;
raising the income thresholds will address this problem.

The U.S. Department of Commerce’s (DOC) Bureau of the Census (Census Bureau) is
currently pilot testing a re-engineered SIPP, which is scheduled to be fielded in 2014. The re-
engineered survey uses a 12-month reference period instead of the 4-month reference period
that has been a key feature of the SIPP since its inception. The Census Bureau continues to
refine the survey instrument as it evaluates the pilot test results. How the re-engineered SIPP
compares to the current SIPP in its estimates of SNAP and other program participation may not
be fully known until the Census Bureau and users have had an opportunity to analyze the first
year or two of production data.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Underreporting, defined as the relative difference between weighted survey estimates
and corresponding program administrative data, has plagued household survey estimates of
participation in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and other programs that
serve low-income populations, and the problem has only increased over time. Between 1984
and 2006, the average monthly number of households participating in SNAP estimated in the
Current Population Survey (CPS) declined from 74 percent of the number of households
recorded in program administrative statistics to just 53 percent of that number (Meyer, Mok, &
Sullivan, 2009). Underreporting presents a problem for policy analysis of SNAP participation—
particularly when it reaches the levels recorded in the CPS—for three main reasons. First,
national household surveys understate the size of the SNAP population and, thus, the impact of
SNAP. Second, there is a strong likelihood that the participants identified in the surveys are not
representative of the entire participant population, which biases the resultant estimates of the
characteristics of SNAP participants, and of individuals who may be eligible for SNAP but are not
participating. Third, since the “nonparticipant” group in surveys includes nonreporting
participants, differences between the participants and nonparticipants will be diluted when
comparing characteristics or behaviors of the two groups.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) relies
heavily on Federal survey data for analyses of participation in SNAP. SNAP has long been one of
the Nation’s largest and most important assistance programs for low-income households.
Unlike most other nutrition assistance programs administered by FNS, SNAP is designed to
serve a broad cross-section of the population who meet certain financial criteria without
restrictions based on age, school enrollment, disability status, nutritional risk, or pregnancy
status. SNAP served approximately 44.7 million people per month in 2011, the largest number
to date, with benefits totaling $71.8 billion in FY 2011.2 The SNAP benefit represents a
significant share of the total resources of many low-income households, typically amounting to
about one-fourth of a household’s total purchasing power.3,4 Because of the substantial
number of people participating in SNAP and the large share of their income represented by the
benefit, it is important that Federal surveys that are used to study poverty and the potential
impacts of changes to program policy provide an accurate accounting of SNAP participation and
benefit levels.

SNAP underreporting has been recognized as a problem from the time that these
surveys started estimating SNAP participation, and it continues to date. A recent assessment of
the role of SNAP in alleviating poverty, for example, estimated from CPS data that if SNAP
benefits were included in family income, the incidence of poverty would be reduced an average
of 4.4 percent each year from 2000 to 2009 (Tiehen, Jolliffe, & Gundersen, 2012). In 2011, the

2 Retrieved 1.20.12 from http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/snapmain.htm.

3
In 2011, the average monthly benefit was $133.85 per person.

4 Mathematica tabulations of the FY 2010 SNAP Quality Control data.
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U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of the Census (Census Bureau) introduced a new
supplemental poverty measure using data from the CPS that includes the cash value of SNAP
benefits as household income. If such benefits are understated by 40 to 50 percent, the impact
of SNAP in reducing poverty in these two examples will be underestimated by a substantial
margin. The evidence that underreporting of SNAP participation understates the role of SNAP
in reducing poverty is particularly noticeable for families in deep poverty (income less than 50
percent of the Federal poverty level; Parker, 2011).

FNS and its contractors, as well as others in the policy research community, have
developed a variety of strategies to correct for underreporting when developing estimates from
survey data. However, the validity and effectiveness of these corrections is limited by what is
known about the extent of underreporting and how that underreporting affects the distribution
of participant characteristics observed in surveys.

The purpose of this research was to assess 1) the extent of underreporting of SNAP
participation in key Federal surveys and 2) the methods utilized to address the problems posed
by this underreporting with the goal of identifying potential strategies for reducing
underreporting in the future. Overall, there were 4 study objectives, including:

1. Review and summarize research on the extent and nature of underreporting of
participation in SNAP and other Federal assistance programs targeted to low-income
persons

2. Assess the current magnitude of SNAP underreporting in Federal surveys

3. Assess the patterns of underreporting in Federal surveys

4. Identify possible steps for addressing the issue of SNAP underreporting

Four key nationally representative household surveys were selected for this in-depth
review: the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), the CPS, the American
Community Survey (ACS), and the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES).
These datasets are among the most important for analyzing SNAP receipt and the
characteristics of the SNAP-eligible population (Table I.1).
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Table I.1
Brief Overview of the SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES

Survey of Income and
Program Participation
(SIPP)

The SIPP is a panel survey with both cross-sectional and longitudinal
components that is aimed at collecting detailed, monthly information on
income and program participation for individuals and households in the
United States. The SIPP provides data on participation in government
assistance programs such as SNAP, WIC, Medicaid, Social Security, and
others. In addition, the SIPP collects annual data on assets and liabilities.

Current Population
Survey (CPS)

The CPS is a monthly cross-sectional survey whose primary purpose is to
monitor the status of the Nation’s labor force. While the CPS is best known
as the source of the Nation’s unemployment rate, it also provides data on
earnings, occupational background, educational attainment, food security,
health insurance, and other topics based on supplements administered in
different months throughout the year. One of these supplements forms
the basis for the official estimate of the number of individuals in poverty.

American Community
Survey (ACS)

The successor to the long form of the decennial census, the ACS provides
annual demographic, housing, economic, and social cross-sectional data for
the entire United States. Since the survey contains data on both small and
large geographic areas, Federal, State, and local leaders use it in deciding
how and where to allocate funds, make investments, and provide services.

National Health and
Nutrition Examination
Survey (NHANES)

The NHANES is a cross-sectional survey designed by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) to assess the health and nutritional status of
children and adults in the United States. The NHANES is unique in its data
collection in that it combines both interviews and physical examinations to
gather socioeconomic, dietary, and health-related information.

Note: For further details on each of these surveys, see Appendix A.

A. BACKGROUND

Underreporting has long compromised household survey estimates of participation in
SNAP and other programs that serve low-income populations.5 Comparisons of survey
estimates of SNAP participants with program statistics submitted by the States indicate
significant underreporting of SNAP participation in the major household surveys. Trippe (1989)
discusses the historical impact of underreporting on estimates of SNAP participation rates in
the 1970s and early 1980s, showing that estimated SNAP participation rates varied
substantially—from 24 percent to 80 percent—depending on the data source, methodology,
and measure used (see, for example, Czajka, 1982).

A recent and comprehensive review of the evidence from the major surveys suggests
that the problem is growing worse (Figure I.1; Meyer et al., 2009). For 1984, CPS estimates of
the average monthly number of households participating in SNAP equaled 74 percent of SNAP
program totals for the 50 States and the District of Columbia; similarly, CPS estimates of total
dollars of SNAP benefits received by these participants were 71 percent of program totals
(Meyer et al., 2009). By 2006, the CPS estimate of the average monthly number of SNAP

5 Underreporting can be due to a number of factors aside from reporting error on the part of survey respondents. Sampling frame
undercoverage, survey nonresponse, and administrative data errors, for example, can all contribute to underestimation of SNAP participation
and benefits. We use the term underreporting to encompass all such errors, similar to Meyer et al. (2009).



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 4

households had fallen to 53 percent of the program administrative number, and the CPS
estimate of total benefit dollars had dropped to 54 percent of the program estimate.

The SIPP has been more successful than the CPS in capturing SNAP participation and
benefits, and SNAP reporting has not declined as steeply as it has in the CPS (Meyer et al.,
2009). In the first SIPP panel, the estimated average monthly SNAP participation by households
in 1984 was 89 percent of the program total, and the estimated average monthly benefits were
85 percent of program totals. For 2005, SIPP estimates of the number of SNAP households
were 83 percent of program totals, and SIPP estimates of average monthly benefits were 76
percent of program totals. The SIPP’s greater success may reflect the survey’s shorter
reference period (4 months instead of 12 months).

The ACS, which FNS is beginning to use more heavily, does not provide an estimate of
SNAP participation that can be compared directly to program statistics, and it no longer collects
information on benefits. When it did collect information on benefit receipt, the estimate of
total annual benefits fell far short of program statistics (by 46 percent).

Understanding the reasons for underreporting is important because of the implications
for policy estimates and in the design of strategies to correct for underreporting. For example,
if underreporting of SNAP participation were due in large part to a survey’s
underrepresentation of low-income persons, then estimates of persons eligible for SNAP in
addition to SNAP participants would be understated. In that case, substituting program
administrative counts of SNAP participants for survey estimates in order to calculate a
participation rate might actually introduce more error than was present in a participation rate
calculated directly from the survey data. Conversely, if respondents’ failure to report their
participation accounted for most of the problem, then assigning higher weights to reported
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participants might correct the number of participants but introduce an upward bias into the
estimated number of low-income persons.6

Changes to SNAP policy can also affect underreporting in national surveys, particularly if
survey questions are not revised in response to these changes. For example:

 In October 2008, the Federal name of the program changed from the Food Stamp
Program (FSP) to SNAP. States did not need to change the State-specific program name
for SNAP; if they did change it, they did not need to change it to SNAP. As a result,
approximately 17 States are using names different from SNAP or FSP. Having different
names to reflect the same program can be confusing for both the interviewer and the
respondent. The interviewer may need to refer to SNAP by several different names in
order for the respondent to recognize the program.

 Similarly, in 1996, welfare reform made most authorized immigrants ineligible for
benefits (unauthorized immigrants have never been eligible). Over time, SNAP eligibility
was reinstated for selected groups of immigrants, including children, certain elderly and
disabled individuals, and those who had been legally residing in the United States for at
least 5 years. The disqualifications and subsequent reinstatements make it possible that
not all individuals in a household or family will be eligible; however, in the national
surveys, benefit receipt is often recorded for the whole household or family. In cases
where children are eligible but the parents are not, the benefit is still attributed to the
adult as the reference person for the unit, even though the adult is not covered by the
benefits. If the adult is coded as participating because of the attributed benefit receipt,
this will result in an overcount (which may partially offset underreporting elsewhere).
For example, when adult immigrant participation dropped because of the
aforementioned policy changes in the 1990s, the SIPP continued to code the ineligible
parents of participating children as participants, and for a time the apparent SNAP
reporting rate for adults rose to near 100 percent.

 States are modernizing their eligibility systems and streamlining eligibility criteria so that
a person may be enrolled in multiple assistance programs at one time. The respondent
may not be aware of the range of programs in which he or she has been enrolled. This
has implications for survey measurement of program participation, since survey
respondents who are unaware of all the programs in which they are enrolled cannot
provide an accurate accounting of their participation and benefit receipt. This may be
another factor contributing to the growth of underreporting of SNAP.

6
In this case, an offsetting reduction in the weights of reported nonparticipants would correct the estimated number of low-income persons,

but the characteristics of low-income persons would be biased if the characteristics of low-income nonparticipants differ from those of
participants.
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B. SURVEY QUESTIONS ON SNAP PARTICIPATION AND BENEFITS

Surveys employ various means to collect information on SNAP participation and benefit
receipt. For example, survey questions may refer to “SNAP” or “food stamps” rather than or in
addition to State-specific program names; may include a series of follow-up questions to
improve data quality; and may use varying reference periods. In addition, surveys may be
conducted cross-sectionally or longitudinally, and may employ in-person interviews, mail
surveys, telephone surveys, or a combination of these modes. Many of these variations across
surveys influence the quality and accuracy of the SNAP estimates of participation and benefits,
including the level of SNAP underreporting. Table I.2 summarizes the questions on SNAP
participation and benefits in the four Federal surveys examined in this report. For further
details, see Appendix B.
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Table I.2
Survey Questions Asked About SNAP Participation and Benefits: SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES

Survey
Year

SNAP Participation and Benefits Questions Survey Type and
Periodicity

Data Collection
Method

Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP)
2008 If a household member was receiving SNAP benefits at the end of the previous wave, the

respondent was asked if that person was still receiving benefits in month 1 of the current
wave/reference period. Otherwise, in the 2008 panel, the respondent was asked, “Since [fill
MONTH 1] 1st, were you/was [fill NAME] authorized to receive food stamps?”

Later, a respondent who answered “yes” to either of the initial SNAP questions was asked 1 of
the following questions:

"Earlier I recorded that [fill NAME] received Food Stamps in [fill MONTH 1]. Did he/she also
receive Food Stamps in [fill MONTH 2], [fill MONTH 3], or [fill MONTH 4]?"

Or

"Earlier I recorded that (you were/[fill NAME] was) authorized to receive Food Stamps. Have
you/has [fill NAME] received any Food Stamp benefits yet this month?"

[If yes] "In which of the last four months—[fill MONTH 1], [fill MONTH 2], [fill MONTH 3], or [fill
MONTH 4]—did you/[fill NAME] receive Food Stamps?"

Later questions collect the amount received in each of the four preceding months and verify or
correct the reported amounts if they seem too high or too low.

Then, respondents are asked, “Who is/was covered by [fill NAME’s] [fill MONTH] Food Stamp
benefits?”

Longitudinal panel
survey

Monthly data
collected in 4-month
intervals (called
waves) from each
member of the
household

Phone and in-
person interviews
with every house-
hold member 15
and older (proxy
interviews are
common)

Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC)
2010 "Did (you/anyone in this household) get food stamps or a food stamp benefit card at any time

during 2009?"

"At any time during 2009, even for one month, did (you/anyone in this household) receive any
food assistance from (State Program name)? Do not include WIC benefits."

"Which of the people now living here were covered by that food assistance during 2009?"1

"What is the easiest way for you to tell us the value of the food assistance: monthly or yearly?"

"What is the (monthly) value of the food assistance received in 2009?"

Annual supplement
to monthly cross-
sectional survey

ASEC is administered
to all CPS house-
holds in March of
each year and to a
subset of CPS
households in
February and April

Phone and in-
person interviews
with a single
household
respondent

The household at a
sample address is
interviewed for 4
consecutive
months and then
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Survey
Year

SNAP Participation and Benefits Questions Survey Type and
Periodicity

Data Collection
Method

"How many months was food assistance received in 2009?"
the same 4 months
1 year later

2011 "At any time during 2010, even for one month, did (you/anyone in this household) receive any
food assistance from (State program name) or a food assistance benefit card (such as State EBT
card name)? Do not include WIC benefits."

"Which of the people now living here were covered by that food assistance during 2010?"
1

"What is the easiest way for you to tell us the value of the food assistance: monthly or yearly?"

"What is the (monthly) value of the food assistance received in 2010?

"How many months was food assistance received in 2010?"
American Community Survey (ACS)
2010 "In the past 12 months, did anyone in this household receive Food Stamps or a Food Stamp

benefit card? Include government benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP). Do NOT include WIC or the National School Lunch Program."

Continuously
operating, cross-
sectional survey

Mail (two-thirds of
responding house-
holds), with phone
and in-person
interview follow-
ups

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES)
2007-
2008

"The next questions are about SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly
known as the Food Stamp Program. SNAP benefits are provided on an electronic debit card (or
EBT card) called the [STATE NAME FOR EBT CARD] in [STATE]."

"Have (you/you or anyone in your household) ever received SNAP or Food Stamp benefits?"

[If yes] "In the last 12 months, did (you/you or any member of your household) receive SNAP or
Food Stamp benefits?"

[If yes] "On what date did (you/your household) last receive SNAP or Food Stamp benefits?"

[If nonresponse on previous question] "(Do you/Does any member of your household)
currently receive SNAP or Food Stamp benefits?"

"How much did (you/your household) receive in SNAP or Food Stamp benefits the last time you
got them?"

Continuously
operating, cross-
sectional survey

Sample consists of
sampled persons
within sample
households

In-person
interviews and
health
examination

1 This variable is not included on the data file.
Note: See Appendix B for further detail.
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C. ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

The remainder of this report presents findings on the extent and nature of
underreporting of SNAP participation and benefits. Chapter II presents an overview of the
methods used to conduct this research. Chapter III assesses various research methods utilized
to study underreporting and Chapter IV details the reasons and sources of underreporting.
Chapters V and VI provide a brief background on SNAP underreporting over time in contrast to
underreporting in other Federal programs. Chapter VII presents recent estimates of SNAP
underreporting from the SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES. Chapter VIII examines variations in
underreporting across characteristics of SNAP households. Chapter IX examines in detail the
decline in SNAP reporting in the CPS. Chapter X discusses various attempts to reduce or correct
for underreporting. Last, Chapter XI offers conclusions and recommendations for strategies to
strengthen both the collection and post-processing of survey data on SNAP participation.
Appendix A provides an overview of the 4 key surveys and Appendix B details the questions
used to measure SNAP participation. Appendices C and D provide detailed tables of the current
estimates of SNAP underreporting and the patterns of underreporting, respectively. Appendix
E provides a detailed description of the characteristics and how they were defined.
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II. STUDY METHODOLOGY

Overall, FNS specified 4 study objectives for this research (Table II.1).

Table II.1
Study Objectives

1. Review and summarize research conducted to examine the extent and nature of underreporting
participation in SNAP, other nutrition assistance programs, or other major assistance programs
targeted to low-income persons.

2. Document and compare the magnitude of underreporting that occurs for SNAP participation in the
CPS, SIPP, NHANES, and ACS using the most recent survey data available.

3. Identify and compare any variation in SNAP underreporting by household characteristics, SNAP
participation patterns, time, and other potentially relevant factors as observed in the CPS, SIPP, and
ACS.

4. Identify possible next steps for addressing the issue of underreporting SNAP participation—for
example, additional analyses to assess the problem, question or questionnaire changes, and analytic
adjustments to currently available participation estimates.

This chapter describes the methodology employed for this study. Section A describes
the methods of analysis, including:

1. A literature review, to document what is known in extant research literature about
underreporting of SNAP and other assistance programs.

2. Semi-structured interviews with substantive experts, to gather information about SNAP
underreporting that is not reflected in published literature, such as referrals to working
papers and other unpublished research, by talking to experts familiar with SNAP
participation measurement in national survey.

3. An extant data analysis, to update estimates of the extent and patterns of SNAP
underreporting in four Federal surveys.

Section B explains the procedures used for constructing estimates of underreporting in
the four Federal surveys. Section C provides a brief list of considerations when comparing
estimates among the surveys and with administrative records.

A. DESCRIPTION OF STUDY METHODS

To address the study objectives, the study team utilized three complementary phases of
work: 1) a systematic literature review, 2) semi-structured interviews with survey design
experts with specific expertise in SNAP underreporting, and 3) an analysis of underreporting
among the four surveys. The discussion below details the methodology used by the team for
each of these three project phases.
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1. Literature Review

In this section, we describe our methods for conducting the literature search. Very little
literature on survey underreporting of program participation was found in books and journal
articles, necessitating special search strategies that were attuned to locating relevant works in
unpublished “gray” literature. For example, the study team spoke with several experts at the
Census Bureau to locate questionnaire testing/pre-test result reports, unpublished internal
reports, presentations of unpublished research, and working papers. The same process was
used to identify and locate unpublished benchmarking studies, which compare survey
estimates of program participation to independent figures derived from program administrative
records, providing the best information for assessing the extent of underreporting.

Topical Areas. The study team first divided the literature on underreporting into topical
areas that range from benchmarking studies to secondary findings from microsimulation
modeling, which reflect efforts to compensate for underreporting.7 Much of what is known
about differences between the characteristics of participants as reported in administrative
records versus survey records comes from work building simulation models or databases that
attempt to reconcile discrepant results from survey and administrative data.

Identification of Other Programs. Although the magnitude of underreporting may be
different, underreporting of SNAP participation shares features with underreporting of
participation in other, similar programs. As such, other Federal and State assistance programs
were examined to assess what aspects of underreporting also occur in these programs and
whether commonalities exist. Including other programs in this study enabled the study team to
identify potentially useful remedies to SNAP underreporting, or strategies that have been used
for other similar programs. Besides SNAP, we analyzed two other nutrition programs that are
routinely measured in the major household surveys and five other major assistance programs
targeted to low-income populations. These include:

Other nutrition assistance programs

 The Special Supplemental Assistance Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)

 The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP)

Other major assistance programs targeted to low-income populations

 Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) and its predecessor, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC)

 Supplemental Security Income (SSI)

7
Because survey reporting of SNAP is comparatively recent, extending back to 1980 for the CPS and a little earlier for two other surveys, we did

not restrict our search based on time period.
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 Unemployment Insurance (UI)

 Worker’s Compensation (WC)

 Medicaid

Literature Search. Next, the project team developed a list of several key words and
phrases that were used for the preliminary search terms. We compiled this list from several of
the best examples of literature on the underreporting of SNAP participation or benefits. All of
these terms appeared in the titles or abstracts of the papers we initially reviewed.

Following the initial review of SNAP underreporting, the study team expanded the
search terms to include underreporting of other Federal programs, including WIC, NSLP/SBP,
TANF, SSI, UI, WC, and Medicaid. Abstracts of the papers identified in these searches were
reviewed to assess what factors related to SNAP underreporting also occur in these other
programs and may have common remedies, and what aspects of underreporting were unique
to SNAP and likely to require unique solutions. Further, although we focused our search on
underreporting of program participation, we did include a small amount of key literature on
underreporting of difficult topics, particularly of household/family income, to the extent that it
was relevant to understanding the broader context in which SNAP underreporting occurs.

Extraction and Review of Documents. The study team identified relevant papers from
published and nonpublished sources and extracted a summary narrative of each. The study
team then categorized the abstracts into the seven key areas, reviewed the abstracts, and
selected the studies for priority retrieval. We also examined the references cited in these
works, which led us to other references.8 Several databases were searched in this process,
including Academic Search Premier, Econlit (American Economic Association’s electronic
database), Electronic Journals Service E-Journals, PsycINFO, SAGE Journals Online, and SocIndex
with Full Text.

In addition to published works found in research databases, the study team searched
several sources for gray literature, including the extensive working paper series maintained by
the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) and other Federal agencies. For example,
the NBER working papers included the Meyer et al. (2009) paper that represents the best
recent source of estimates of underreporting for SNAP and other means-tested programs. The
Census Bureau’s SIPP working paper series also provided relevant literature.

Conference papers and presentations provided a second source of gray literature. The
study team searched available conference proceedings, including that of the American
Statistical Association (ASA), the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR),
the Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology (FCSM) and the National Association for
Welfare Research and Statistics (NAWRS).

8 This approach, known as “snowballing,” is an effective way to identify gray literature. Callegaro (2008) used this technique for a review of the
literature on seam bias in longitudinal surveys.
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An additional source of gray literature was the Income Survey Development Program
(ISDP), which produced the design for the SIPP, and made many recommendations that may
merit further study. Housed initially in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(HHS), the ISDP conducted and sponsored a wide range of studies of both survey question
design and broader survey design in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Although some of the ISDP
research findings are clearly outdated, others remain relevant. For example, the ISDP research
recommended quarterly interviews as being the most effective for capturing income from
varied sources; the 4-month periodicity that was adopted for the SIPP was a compromise,
trading quality for cost savings.

Yet another source of gray literature was a series of Census Bureau technical reports
and memoranda relating to the 1996 SIPP redesign, evaluations of CPS and SIPP reporting of
income and program participation, studies of potential ways to improve SIPP and CPS data
quality, and evaluations of pilot studies conducted as part of the current re-engineering of the
SIPP.

Review of Findings. Following the data compilation phase, the study team conducted a
careful reading of the selected works to develop the themes and findings and pull these
together with the themes and findings from the other materials.

2. Semi-Structured Interviews with Experts

Telephone interviews were conducted with eight experts on underreporting research to
gather information about other potentially relevant studies (completed or ongoing) that would
be of interest to FNS. This information-gathering and networking process was particularly
helpful in identifying recent studies that have not yet been published or presented. The phone
interviews also provided an opportunity to familiarize the study team with current issues in
sample survey design, particularly those resulting from the SIPP 2010 redesign.9 An interview
protocol was drafted focusing on the participants’ thoughts about the causes of
underreporting, the variation that is observed between surveys, and whether those variations
provide insight as to the causes of underreporting. More specifically, the question topics
included the following:

 What are the known causes of underreporting of SNAP participation?

 Why have some surveys been more successful than others in collecting these data? In
particular, what are your thoughts about SNAP reporting in the SIPP, CPS, NHANES, or
ACS?

 What are your specific thoughts as to why SNAP reporting has declined over time in CPS
but not in the SIPP?

9
The U.S. Census Bureau undertook a major redesign of the SIPP starting in 2010 to modernize the instrument, reduce costs, and reduce

respondent burden. Key design changes included incorporating an event history calendar to improve recall and reduce measurement error and
interviewing annually instead of every 4 months to reduce respondent burden.
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 Do you know of any cognitive interviewing that has been done on SNAP measurement?

 What are your thoughts on how much of the underreporting is due to potential
inadequacies of the questions versus a reluctance to be fully forthcoming about
participation?

 The study team also asked the experts to recommend others with whom we should
speak, and to send any relevant papers or conference presentations.

3. Extant Data Analysis

In this step, the study team obtained the most recent data from the four Federal
surveys, prepared the analysis files, and tabulated the results to extend the analysis of SNAP
underreporting to the most recent years the data are available. This involved three main steps.
First, we acquired data from the most recent time frame available for each survey. Next, to the
extent each survey allowed, we calculated the estimates (e.g., average monthly households
participating in SNAP, the average monthly SNAP participants, and the total annual benefits
received). Third, we compared these data to SNAP Program Operations (e.g., administrative)
data for the time period that corresponded to the reference period of each national survey.

The SNAP Program Operations data provide no information on the characteristics of
SNAP participants. To assess the patterns of SNAP underreporting, we accessed SNAP Quality
Control (QC) survey data, which consist of monthly samples of participating SNAP units. The QC
data are collected to assess the accuracy of SNAP benefit allotments. Toward that end, the
survey collects data on a number of characteristics of SNAP units, their individual members, and
the households in which the units are located. Average monthly estimates of unit
characteristics from the QC data were compared to estimates from the CPS, SIPP, and ACS.

The most recent years available for each data source are shown in Table II.2. We added
the previous calendar year so that the comparison was not limited to a single year. This is
particularly important for the CPS because the estimates for 2010 reflect a question change
that had the unintended consequence of reducing the reported number of SNAP participants.
In addition, the reference periods in both the ACS and NHANES span a 2-year time period,
instead of a 1-year period.

Unfortunately, the most recent NHANES data available for SNAP participation and
benefits were from 2007 and 2008.10 To obtain an additional comparison during these years,
we added 2008 and 2009 CPS data (for the 2007 and 2008 reference periods, respectively).
Lastly, for an analysis of changes in imputations between the mid-1980s and the present, we
acquired the 1985 CPS file, which has a reference period of 1984.

10 Unfortunately, while many components of the 2009-2010 NHANES data were released by the time of the current study, the food security
component, which includes the SNAP participation questions, was not yet available.



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 15

Table II.2
Available Data Sources

SIPP  2008 SIPP panel, waves 2 through 8 (which enabled construction of monthly estimates of
SNAP participation for calendar years 2009 and 2010)

CPS  1985 CPS (which provided estimates of SNAP participation for 1984)

 2008 and 2009 CPS (which provided estimates of SNAP participation for 2007 and 2008)

 2010 and 2011 CPS (which provided estimates of SNAP participation for 2009 and 2010)

ACS  2010 ACS (which supported estimation of a 12-month moving average
covering January 2009 through November 2010)

NHANES  2007-2008 NHANES file (which permitted estimation of average monthly
SNAP participation in 2007 and 2008)

SNAP
Administrative
Data

 1984 Program Operations data

 2007-2010 (plus first quarter of FY 2011) SNAP Program Operations data

 2009 and 2010 SNAP QC data

After acquiring the survey data, the study team prepared analysis files by extracting the
fields needed to construct tables on SNAP participation and constructing additional variables as
follows.

 For the SIPP, we aligned the four rotation groups by calendar month to construct
person-month-level analysis files for calendar years 2009 and 2010 from the 2008
longitudinal file. We then constructed variables to indicate various elements of
household composition and disability status.

 For the CPS, household-level files were created from the 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011
data files with variables constructed to indicate various elements of household
composition and disability status. In addition, individual-level CPS files were created
from these years to support individual-level estimates.

 For the ACS, the individual- and household-level files from the 2010 survey were merged
to create a household-level file with characteristics of the householder. Cases living in
both institutional and noninstitutional group quarters were dropped, and variables were
constructed to describe household composition and disability status.11

 For the NHANES, the 2007-2008 NHANES household questionnaire and demographics
files were prepared with an indicator of current household participation in SNAP.

 For the SNAP QC data, the FY 2009 and a portion of the FY 2010 QC files were merged to
construct a 2009 calendar year file,12 and Guam and the Virgin Islands were dropped to
be comparable to the surveys.

11 A small number of noninstitutional group quarters units are included in the CPS and SIPP samples. These were retained in our analysis files
for those surveys for consistency with other reported findings. It was not possible to identify the equivalent of CPS and SIPP group quarters in
the ACS public use files, so we had to exclude all group quarters residents from the ACS analysis files. This difference in universe definitions is
negligible, however.

12 FY 2011 files were not yet available, so 2010 QC estimates are based on the fiscal year rather than the calendar year.
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 For the SNAP Program Operations data, calendar year files were created by extracting
relevant months from fiscal year files and selecting only data from the 50 States and the
District of Columbia (no territories).

Next, the study team produced estimates of SNAP underreporting (for units,
participants, and total benefits) from the four Federal surveys and compared these estimates
with aggregate totals from SNAP Program Operations data for the time period that corresponds
to the reference period for each set of survey estimates. SNAP Program Operations data
provide monthly counts at the State level of total units receiving SNAP benefits, total
participants in those units, and total benefits paid. We summed the State totals across the 50
States and the District of Columbia to derive national totals suitable for comparison with the
survey estimates.

Last, the study team analyzed patterns of underreporting of SNAP. This involved
comparing the characteristics of reported SNAP participants across the surveys and between
the surveys and QC data, and an analysis of the substantial decline in reporting of SNAP
participation in the CPS.13

B. PROCEDURES FOR CONSTRUCTING ESTIMATES

This section discusses the procedures for constructing estimates from each of the four
surveys, including a brief overview of the unit of analysis and issues related to comparing SNAP
units to comparable survey units (Section 1) and the procedures used to construct estimates of
SNAP participants and benefits from each of the four surveys (Section 2).

1. Unit of Analysis

The first step in making comparisons between survey and administrative estimates of
SNAP participation was ensuring a consistent unit of analysis. Most surveys (including the CPS,
ACS, and NHANES) provide estimates of SNAP participation only at the household level whereas
the SNAP administrative data and the SIPP provide estimates at the SNAP unit level. A SNAP
unit is an individual or a group of people who live together and buy food and prepare meals
together (most of the time) to eat at home. Members of a SNAP food stamp household get
their benefits together, on one EBT card, and their income is counted as a group in determining
eligibility. Household members do not have to be related to each other to be in a SNAP unit. In
reality, there may be more than one SNAP unit within a household, since, for example, people
who live together, but buy and prepare food separately, are separate SNAP units providing that
family relationships do not require them to be considered together. Overall, our estimates of
SIPP data show that 4.8 percent of SNAP households contained two or more SNAP units in
2010. Consequently, survey estimates of participating households will underestimate
participating SNAP units by 4 to 5 percent even if all SNAP households are correctly identified.

13 NHANES was omitted from this analysis since the 2009-2010 data were not yet publicly available.
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This study assessed underreporting of SNAP participation at the reporting unit available
for each survey (e.g., unit, household, and individual; Table II.3).

Table II.3
Unit of Analysis for Underestimates of SNAP Participation

Administrative Data Surveys

Program
Operations

QC SIPP CPS ACS NHANES

U
n

it
s

o
f

A
n

al
ys

is SNAP Units X X X

SNAP Households X X X X

Individuals (e.g.,
SNAP participants)

X X

Individuals in SNAP
Households

X X X X

2. Constructing Estimates of SNAP Participation and Benefits

To compare estimates from national surveys to administrative data, the study team first
evaluated the figures available from the SNAP Program Operations data, which included 1) the
number of SNAP units, 2) the number of individual SNAP participants, and 3) total aggregate
benefits (by month and State). The monthly unit and participant counts were averaged over a
12-month period to produce estimates of average monthly participation. The underreporting
of SNAP benefits was measured with estimates of aggregate annual amounts and average
monthly per-person amounts; benefits for the 50 States and the District of Columbia were
summed to produce an aggregate annual amount. In addition, average monthly per-person
benefits were estimated by dividing the aggregate annual benefit amount by the annual total
number of individual participant months.

The study team then computed estimates from the four surveys that were as
comparable to the administrative estimates as we could make them. Each survey posed unique
challenges in the estimation of the SNAP participants and benefits received. In cases where
SNAP participants—or at least their number—were not identified, we counted all household
members as if they were participants. It is important to note that while counting households
instead of units imparts a downward bias to the survey estimates, counting all household
members instead of participants introduces an upward bias because not all household
members in participating households are participants themselves. Table II.4 briefly summarizes
the estimates prepared for each of the four surveys.14

14 The CPS estimates produced for the analysis of changes in imputations over time followed a different scheme, which is presented in Chapter
VIII.
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Table II.4
Computation of CPS, SIPP, ACS, and NHANES Estimates

Of SNAP Participation and Annual Benefits
Data Source SNAP Participation Benefits Received

Estimate Period Estimate Period

SIPP 2008
Panel, waves
2 to 8

Average monthly # of
individuals receiving
SNAP

2009 and 2010 Aggregate annual
benefits

2009 and 2010

Average monthly # of
individuals in SNAP
households
(households where
someone received
SNAP)

2009 and 2010 Average monthly
benefits per person

2009 and 2010

Average monthly # of
SNAP households
(households where
someone received
SNAP)

2009 and 2010

Average monthly # of
SNAP units

2009 and 2010

CPS 2008,
2009, 2010,
and 2011

Number of
households ever
participating in SNAP
in the calendar year

2009 and 2010 Aggregate annual
benefits

2007, 2008, 2009, and
2010

Average monthly # of
SNAP households
(households where
someone received
SNAP)

2007, 2008, 2009, and
2010

Average monthly
benefits per person

2007, 2008, 2009, and
2010

Average monthly # of
individuals in SNAP
households
(households where
someone received
SNAP)

2007, 2008, 2009, and
2010

ACS 2010 12-month moving
average of
households ever
participating in SNAP
in the past 12
months, spanning
January 2009 to
November 2010

2009-2010
1

NA NA

NHANES
2007-2008

Average monthly # of
SNAP households
(households where
someone received
SNAP) over 2 calendar
years (2007 and 2008)

2007-2008
2

Aggregate annual
benefits over 2 years

2007-2008

Average monthly # of 2007-2008
2

Average monthly 2007-2008
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Data Source SNAP Participation Benefits Received

Estimate Period Estimate Period

individuals in SNAP
households
(households where
someone received
SNAP) over 2 calendar
years (2007-2008)

benefits per person

1 Estimate is a combined estimate for the 2009-2010 period.
2 Estimate is a combined estimate for the 2007-2008 period.

Below, we describe each survey and the methods for calculating the above estimates.

SIPP. For the SIPP, the study team was able to generate weighted estimates of
participants at all levels (e.g., the individual, SNAP unit, and household) and total benefits for
each calendar month within the survey reference period. From these, we calculated the
average monthly participants at each level and the aggregate annual benefits (the sum of the
monthly totals).

Unlike the other surveys, the SIPP identifies which individuals in the household are SNAP
participants and, in the case of multiple units within households, which individuals are
members of each SNAP unit. This allowed us to directly estimate 1) the average monthly
number of individual SNAP participants by using a person weight on a person-month level file;
2) the average monthly number of SNAP units by using the person weight of the SNAP unit head
on a unit-level file; 3) the average monthly number of SNAP households by applying the person
weight of the household head to households in which someone received SNAP on a household-
level file, and 4) the average monthly number of individuals in SNAP households, by applying the
person-level weights to individuals in households in a given month where someone in the
household received SNAP. Last, we estimated the aggregate annual benefits and the average
monthly benefits per person. Estimates were computed for 2009 and 2010.

CPS. For each household reporting receipt of SNAP benefits during the previous
calendar year, the CPS data file identifies the number of months that someone in the household
received SNAP benefits and the total annual benefits, but it does not identify the total number
of participants.15 From these data, we created an adjustment factor for each household equal
to the number of months during the calendar year that someone in the household participated
in SNAP, divided by 12. Following Meyer et al. (2009), we multiplied the CPS household
weight16 by this adjustment factor to estimate 1) the average monthly number of SNAP
households. To estimate 2) the average monthly number of individuals in SNAP households, we
multiplied each household member’s person weight by the adjustment factor. To estimate 3)
the number of households with at least one member who ever participated in SNAP during the

15 The CPS questionnaire identifies the household members covered by SNAP benefits but does not report this information or the total count of
participants on the public use data file. The number of child participants is reported, but there is no way to determine how many adults, if any,
were participants.

16 The household weight in Census Bureau household surveys is the person weight of the householder (household reference person).
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calendar year, we used the unadjusted household weight. We used the unadjusted individual
weight to calculate the number of individuals in households in which at least one person
participated in SNAP during the calendar year. Last, we applied the unadjusted household
weight to the total benefits received by the household during the year to estimate the
aggregate annual benefits and the average monthly benefits per person. Estimates were
computed for 2007, 2008, 2009, and 2010.

ACS. Comparing ACS estimates of SNAP participation to administrative totals is
problematic. Unlike the CPS, which asks how many months each household participated in the
previous calendar year, the ACS asks only if anyone in the household received SNAP benefits in
the past 12 months. The ACS does not measure how many household members participated in
SNAP or for how long. Consequently, the participation estimate from the ACS cannot be
directly compared to the same administrative totals as estimates from the CPS and SIPP.

Therefore, to assess the ACS reporting, we took an indirect approach. Specifically, we
compared the ACS 2-year results to the CPS estimate of the number of households that ever
participated during the calendar year (averaging the CPS results for 2009 and 2010). The ACS
estimate of the average number of households ever participating in SNAP during this period
represents a 12-month moving average ranging from January 2009-December 2009 to
December 2009-November 2010. Because we know how the CPS estimate of average monthly
SNAP households compares to the administrative count of average monthly SNAP units, we can
indirectly assess the completeness of reporting in the ACS by multiplying the CPS coverage rate
for average monthly SNAP household participation by the ratio of ACS to CPS households that
ever participated during the year. For example, since the ratio of ACS to CPS households ever
participating is 1.147 and the CPS household coverage rate is 0.572, then the ACS household
coverage rate is 1.147 times 0.572, or 0.657 (Appendix Table C.3). This approach assumes
implicitly that the ACS households reporting SNAP receipt during the prior 12 months had a
distribution of months of receipt that was similar to what was reported by CPS households.

NHANES. For the NHANES, the study team estimated 1) the average monthly number
of households receiving SNAP benefits, 2) the average monthly number of persons residing in
SNAP households, and 3) the average monthly benefits per person during the 2007 and 2008
calendar years.17 These estimates are based on sample members’ reports of whether anyone in
the household received SNAP benefits in the past 12 months, how long ago they received such
benefits, the value of the benefits they received in the most recent month, and the number of
people in the household.

17 With the SIPP, in theory, we could have developed equivalent measures for the purpose of assessing the NHANES estimates. We would then
have used SIPP’s comparison of average monthly participants to the corresponding result from SNAP administrative data to obtain an indirect
link between NHANES and the SNAP administrative data. However, due to limitations with the SIPP data that are available for 2007 and 2008,
we could not create this measure. There is a gap between the end of the 2007 panel and the start of the 2008 panel, which did not begin until
September instead of the usual February. Consequently, there are no SIPP data for some months of 2008 and data from only part of the
sample for several additional months. In addition, the sample size of the 2004 panel was reduced by about one-half in October 2006, which
affects the size of the sample for 2007 (which was further reduced by 4 years of attrition).
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Our estimate of the average monthly number of persons residing in SNAP households
over the period 2007 through 2008 is the weighted number of sample members who reported
that someone in their households received SNAP benefits in the current month—plus a missing
data adjustment described below. To obtain an estimate of the average monthly households
receiving SNAP benefits over this period, we divided the sample member’s weighted number by
the number of persons in the household. Since NHANES topcodes household sizes of seven or
more people, we replaced topcoded values of 7 with the average household size of CPS
households with 7 or more people in 2008 (7.68). To estimate the aggregate benefits in 2007
and 2008, we applied the value of benefits received in the most recent (that is, current) month
to these household-weighted persons.

Since missing data in the NHANES file released to the public are generally not imputed,
like they are in the other national surveys examined in this study, individuals who did not
respond to the questions on SNAP participation have missing data in the variables on household
participation and benefit amounts. If we treated the households with missing data as
nonparticipants, we would have understated the extent to which NHANES captures SNAP
participation and SNAP aggregate benefits. To develop a suitable approach to handling the
missing data, we first determined the frequency of the missing data. Among all individuals in
the sample, less than 1 percent (0.87 percent) contained missing values for the measure of
current receipt of SNAP, and among individuals in households currently receiving SNAP, 4.5
percent contained missing benefits data. Since these relative frequencies were low,18 we
applied ratio adjustments to estimates of participating persons, households, and aggregate
benefits, based on the assumption that the probability of participation and the mean benefits
conditional on participating are the same for nonresponding persons as for responding persons.
That is, we imputed current SNAP receipt to persons with missing responses by 1) applying the
weighted proportion of sample members who reported current SNAP receipt (0.113) to the
weighted number of missing cases, and 2) adding the result to the weighted number of
reported current SNAP recipients. To impute current SNAP receipt to households, we repeated
this procedure using the person weights divided by household size, described above. Lastly, we
imputed missing household benefit values for households currently receiving SNAP benefits as
the mean of the benefit values for reporting currently receiving households ($301.30). Since
the NHANES time period is different from the other surveys, we present these results
separately in the results below.

C. STUDY LIMITATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

Since underreporting is caused by a wide variety of factors, we can describe the
magnitude of and patterns in underreporting, but we are not able to explain all of the findings.
Factors that could influence the underreporting estimates include differences in 1)
questionnaire design; 2) survey methodology (e.g., interview mode and interviewer training); 3)

18 If the item nonresponse rates to the two SNAP questions had been much higher, we would have explored more sophisticated imputation
strategies. For example, we might have made household participation rates and benefit receipt contingent on characteristics associated with
differential SNAP participation or benefits amounts, such as household size. Our goal, however, was not to enhance the estimates but to
evaluate them.
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frame development/coverage; 4) sampling methodology (e.g., oversampling); 5) survey
nonresponse; and 6) data processing (e.g., keying, editing, and imputation). A summary of key
study assumptions and qualifications is provided below.

 Since most survey estimates use households as the computational unit, estimates from
the SIPP were computed for both SNAP households and SNAP units to bridge this gap
and assess how much the estimate of the number of SNAP households tends to
understate the true count of SNAP units.

 Only one survey (SIPP) allowed individual members of the SNAP unit to be identified,
which enabled estimates of individual SNAP participants. The others (CPS, ACS, and
NHANES) only allowed estimation of all individuals in households where at least one
person was covered by SNAP. The latter tends to overstate the number of individuals
who are actually covered by SNAP. Estimates from the SIPP were computed for both
SNAP participants and total persons in SNAP households in order to assess how much
the latter tends to overstate the number of actual SNAP participants.

 The 2010 ACS provides a combined 2-year (2009-2010) estimate, rather than an
estimate for just 2010. Additionally, since the only measure of SNAP participation that
the ACS provides is participation ever in the past year, the ACS estimate was compared
to a similar estimate (of ever-in-the-year participation) from the CPS. Since we knew
how the CPS estimate of average monthly participation compared to an administrative
estimate of the same, comparing the ACS to the CPS on ever-in-the-year participation
and the CPS to administrative data on average monthly participation gave us an indirect
comparison of the ACS to administrative data.

 NHANES also provides a combined 2-year (2007-2008) estimate. Since the NHANES data
elements on SNAP participation were not available for 2009 and 2010, we created a
2007-2008 average from CPS data for comparison.

 Comparisons of characteristics across surveys must contend with potential differences
in the measurement of those characteristics. For example, income is particularly
important in this regard. Both the ACS and SIPP capture markedly more earnings from
families in the bottom fifth of the income distribution than the CPS, while the CPS
captures more income in the upper four-fifths, especially in comparison with the SIPP
(Czajka & Denmead, 2008). Thus, a finding that SNAP participants in the SIPP have more
income than do the SNAP participants in the CPS does not necessarily mean that the
SIPP measures more participants among families with higher incomes. With an
awareness that such differences in survey measures exist, conclusions about differences
in income and other characteristics should be treated cautiously.

 Previous literature on undercoverage of SNAP participation has been based on
microsimulation models that are adjusted to look like the QC data, whereas this project
uses unadjusted data straight from the other surveys. As such, the differences between
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the survey estimates and administrative estimates may be greater than what readers
are accustomed to seeing.

 Lastly, the comparison of participant counts and characteristics across surveys and
between the surveys and administrative records uses final survey data; this includes
data that has been edited and imputed (e.g., SNAP participation may have been
reported or imputed). As a result, estimates of similarities and differences in counts and
characteristics of SNAP participants may be affected by the Census Bureau’s imputation
procedures for SNAP participation.



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 24

III. RESEARCH METHODS USED TO STUDY UNDERREPORTING

This chapter discusses the research methods that have been used to study
underreporting of program participation in household surveys in order to assess the challenges
in comparing administrative and survey data. Evidence that program participation and benefits
are underreported in Federal surveys comes primarily from two different types of studies.
Section A describes the first and more common studies that compare aggregate estimates of
program participants and benefits with independent estimates from program administrative
records. Section B describes the second type of study, which involves matching survey
respondents to their own program administrative records in order to compare reported
participation data with the actual participant status and benefit amounts. Each of these is
described below.

A. COMPARING AGGREGATE ESTIMATES FROM SURVEY AND
ADMINISTRATIVE DATA

Comparisons of survey and administrative record totals can be made easily, using data
that are available from public sources. Administrative record totals for many programs can be
obtained from agency Web sites or through requests from agency staff. There are two principal
ways in which the survey and administrative totals can be validly different. First, the
administrative data may cover a broader universe than the survey data. Second, the
administrative data and survey data may use different reference periods. These differences
make it necessary to adjust one or both sources to make them fully comparable. Each of these
issues is described below.

1. Adjusting for Universe Differences

Administrative totals often include persons who are not represented in the universes of
major household surveys. Administrative totals may include enrollees living in institutions,
other group quarters, or without a regular place of residence (that is, homeless), whereas
surveys typically exclude these populations from their sampling frames. SNAP and certain other
programs do not provide benefits to residents of institutions and most forms of group quarters,
but SNAP does provide benefits to persons who lack a usual place of residence. This is a
potential source of divergence between administrative and survey estimates for not only SNAP
but most other programs as well, as most Federal household surveys use a residential sampling
frame. A number of programs do pay benefits to institutional residents, and for these
programs the survey estimates are further depressed by their exclusion of institutional
residents. Based on data from the decennial census and the ACS, which includes all households
and group quarters in the United States in its sampling frame (but excludes the homeless),
Meyer et al. (2009) estimated that 3.4 percent of Social Security retirement benefits and 4.5
percent of SSI benefits are received by residents of institutions. Often, the residents of
institutions, other group quarters, and the homeless cannot be separately identified in
administrative records—or not reliably so—which means that if they are to be excluded from
the administrative records, their share must be estimated from other data and assigned to the
administrative source.
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Administrative totals may include beneficiaries living outside of the United States—for
example, in Puerto Rico or in U.S. territories—whereas the major household surveys conducted
in the United States are restricted to residents of the 50 States and the District of Columbia.
This is easy to reconcile if the data are available by State. For example, when national
administrative totals are cumulated from State totals, it is easy to exclude beneficiaries from
outside the 50 States and the District of Columbia. If, however, only total beneficiaries and
dollars are reported at the aggregate level (not State level), it may be necessary to exclude non-
U.S. residents using other methods (for example, using estimated shares calculated from earlier
data).

Mortality may also be a factor to consider when the administrative totals apply to an
elderly population. Individuals who received a program benefit during the survey reference
period but died before the survey was conducted would not have been eligible to participate in
the survey and report the benefits they received. Some studies apply mortality rates to the
administrative data to reduce the totals to effectively exclude the participants who would have
died before the time of the survey and remove their share of aggregate benefits. Similar issues
arise with respect to people who participated in a program during the reference period but
moved out of the survey universe (into an institution or out of the country) at any time before
the survey was conducted.

2. Reconciling Reference Periods

Often, program administrative totals are reported by fiscal year, whereas household
surveys commonly have a calendar year reference period. If monthly data are available from
the survey, then these can be used to construct fiscal year estimates. Alternatively, if
administrative data are not available monthly to construct the calendar year, it may be
necessary to develop adjustment factors for the administrative data that convert fiscal year
statistics to calendar year statistics.

Another common difference in reference periods between administrative data and
survey data is that the administrative data may report the number of participants currently
enrolled in a given month or on a given date, while the survey captures the number of persons
who were ever enrolled in the program during a calendar year. Such estimates are not directly
comparable; however, adjustments can be made to the survey data to correct for this. If the
survey collects the number of months of participation during the reference year, then the
combination of ever enrolled and months enrolled can be used to generate estimates of
average monthly enrollment. For each household or individual, the number of months of
enrollment is divided by 12 to obtain an adjustment factor that can be multiplied by the sample
weight for that unit. With this adjustment, the weighted sum of households or individuals ever
enrolled during the year becomes an estimate of average monthly participants.19 For the
administrative data, the monthly enrollment is summed over the 12 months and divided by 12.

19 For example, if a household with a weight of 4,000 participated for 6 months, this becomes 2,000 average monthly households participating
in SNAP.
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B. MATCH STUDIES

Rather than comparing administrative and survey data at the aggregate level, match
studies link survey respondents to their own individual administrative records to compare
reporting of participation and benefits in the two data sources. This approach affords several
advantages over a comparison of aggregate estimates. Four of these advantages are described
below.

First, a significant advantage of match studies over studies that compare survey and
administrative record totals is that they provide direct evidence that misreporting occurs. For
example, if survey totals run lower than administrative totals, discrepancies between survey
reports and administrative records can confirm the existence of misreporting.

Second, match studies enable identification of misreported participation status in both
directions—that is, false-positive and false-negative reports. A false-positive report is an
indication of participation by someone who did not in fact participate in the program during the
reference period. In contrast, a false-negative report is a failure to report participation in the
program during the reference period in which the administrative records indicate that the
person did participate. False-positive reports will partially offset false-negative reports, making
underreporting appear less severe than it actually is. In some cases, false-positive reports may
exceed false-negative reports, leading to net overreporting, as we will see for some programs
below.

Third, match studies make it possible to compare the reporting of benefit amounts. If a
comparison of administrative totals and survey totals indicates that the underreporting of
benefits is worse than the underreporting of participation, this could be due to an
underrepresentation of high-benefit recipients in the survey sample rather than a misreporting
of benefit amounts when participation is correctly reported. With matched data, misreports of
benefit amounts in both directions can be calculated.

Fourth, match studies allow analysts to draw inferences about factors contributing to
net underreporting other than misreports by respondents. For example, the distribution of
participant characteristics can be compared between the full population of administrative
records and the matched sample records (both reporters and nonreporters). If the
distributions are identical, then underrepresentation of parts of the beneficiary population in
the survey data can be ruled out. On the other hand, if the matched sample contains a smaller
proportion of low-benefit recipients than the population, this is evidence that recipients of low
benefits are underrepresented among the participants identified in the survey.

The principal drawback of match studies derives from the fact that very few entities—
agencies or individuals—have access to both identifiable administrative records and identifiable
survey records. Legislation imposing restrictions on agencies’ abilities to conduct linkages
across sets of records maintained by different agencies has limited the number of match
studies that can be performed. The Computer Matching and Privacy Protection Act of 1988
(P.L. 100-503) regulates the linkage of Federal records that are subject to the Privacy Act of
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1974 (Duncan, Jabine, & de Wolf, 1993). In addition, Title 13 of the U.S. Code, which covers
data collected in conjunction with conducting the decennial census, has confined match studies
involving Census Bureau surveys to the Census Bureau and not allowed external access to the
linked files except through Census Bureau Research Data Centers. Lastly, match studies
involving SNAP records have also been limited by the fact that SNAP administrative records
originate and reside with the States. Unlike Medicaid and TANF, which are also State-
administered, there is no Federal reporting requirement for States to submit SNAP
administrative records to the Federal government. To obtain identifiable SNAP administrative
records for match studies, even the Federal government must negotiate with the individual
States. Over the years, there have been very few instances of States providing identifiable
SNAP administrative records to the Census Bureau or to other entities. These factors have
severely limited the number of match studies that have been conducted.20

20 Recently, FNS and the Census Bureau completed an interagency agreement under which individual State nutrition agencies are not only
permitted but encouraged to transfer confidential SNAP and WIC data to the Census Bureau in return for tabulated SNAP and WIC data that will
assist the States in improving program administration. The Census Bureau will use the SNAP and WIC data that it receives—linked to Census
Bureau surveys using methods that preserve the confidentiality of the records—to improve its censuses and surveys authorized under Title 13
of the U.S. Code. The tabulations that the Census Bureau provides to the States will include take-up rates by program at the State and substate
levels.
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IV. SOURCES OF UNDERREPORTING

Varied reasons have been suggested to explain why survey estimates of participation in
SNAP and other programs serving low-income populations fall short of program administrative
totals (Table IV.1). This chapter discusses what is known in the research literature about the
sources of underreporting, categorized in 4 main areas. Section A discusses response error.
Section B discusses differences in unit composition. Section C considers income screens.
Section D examines survey undercoverage, and Section E discusses item nonresponse. Lastly,
Section F considers ways in which administrative records may overstate program participation,
making underreporting appear greater than it is.

Table IV.1
Known Reasons for Differences in Survey Estimates Of

Program Participation and Program Administrative Totals
1. Respondents often report their current participation status, rather than previous participation.

Participation status at the time of the interview is more salient than participation at an earlier period,
even though the survey question may be unambiguous. This is the most common reason cited for
underestimates of participation in SNAP and other programs as well.

2. If the questions ask the respondent to report ever having participated over an extended period of time,
the respondent may not remember or may think participation was earlier than it was. Recall errors are
likely to increase when participation was many months ago or lasted for just a few months.

3. A stigma associated with the receipt of “welfare” makes survey respondents reluctant to acknowledge
their participation in such programs—or even to participate if eligible (Moffitt, 1981).

4. A respondent may correctly report participation but in the wrong program, due to confusion with a
program with a similar name. Or, the survey may use program names that are unfamiliar to the
respondent, with the result that the respondent reports no participation.

5. The respondent may not be aware that the family or someone in the household is participating. For some
programs—Medicaid may be the best example—the application for coverage may have been submitted
by a caseworker or other third party without the understanding of anyone in the family.

6. Surveys do not typically define the assistance unit. Survey questions may not reflect all of the ways that
participants can receive benefits—for example, benefits for children may be received by a parent who is
not a beneficiary.

7. In order to reduce respondent burden, respondents in households with incomes above a threshold level
may not be asked about their participation in various means-tested programs.

8. Program participants and low-income households in general may be underrepresented in some surveys
due to undercoverage in the sample frame or differentially high nonresponse.

9. Respondents may elect to not respond to questions about participation in programs or about income or
benefits in general. Such item nonresponse will contribute to underestimates if there is no imputation or
if the imputation methodology has a downward bias.

10. Enrollment counts in program data may be overstated due to retention of former beneficiaries on
program rolls or duplication of enrollment records. Enrollment counts may also include people who are
outside the universe of a particular survey.
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A. RESPONSE ERROR

Evidence suggests that most SNAP underreporting stems from response error on the
part of the respondent. In comparing responses to a question on SNAP receipt in the national
2001 Supplemental Survey of the ACS to State of Maryland administrative records, Taueber et
al. (2004) found that response error (where a respondent reported no SNAP benefits when they
were actually received) accounted for 68 percent of the discrepancy between survey estimates
and administrative records.21

There are several mechanisms by which response error might occur. For example,
survey respondents may not be aware that they are receiving SNAP benefits or they may, for
other reasons, inaccurately report SNAP participation or nonparticipation. Further, a
respondent’s responses are affected by the form and structure of the questionnaire, and
questionnaire design techniques may either contribute to, or potentially alleviate, response
error. This section discusses several sources of response error, including inaccurate reports of
prior participation (Section 1) recall error (Section 2), perceived stigma (Section 3), respondent
confusion over program names or household members’ receipt of benefits (Section 4) and lack
of awareness of receipt by other members of the household (Section 5).

1. Reporting Current Versus Prior Participation

Findings from studies that linked SNAP or other program records to survey records
suggest that respondents who are asked if they (or anyone in the household) ever participated
in a program in the past year may often report their current status rather than their experience
over the entire reference period. Taeuber et al. (2004) reported such findings for SNAP
participation in the predecessor to the ACS, whose reference period was the previous 12
months. Lynch, Resnick, Staveley, and Taeuber (2008) also noted similar issues associated with
false negatives in TANF reports.

2. Recall Error

Remembering participation that ended several months before the interview can present
a challenge to respondents—particularly when such participation lasted for only a few
months.22 The odds of recall failure increase when respondents receive benefits for only a
short period of time during the survey’s reference period or when benefits were received more
than 4 months prior to the end of the survey’s reference period. Additionally, the bulk of this
error occurs among households that received short-term benefits (in only 1 or 2 months of the
previous year; Taeuber et al., 2004). The underreporting rate is 76.1 percent of households
that received SNAP benefits for only 1 month during the reference period compared to an

21 Another 6 percent of the discrepancy was due to participants living in group quarters that were outside the survey universe, and 8.2 percent
was a result of definitional differences between SNAP assistance units and survey households. The remaining 17.7 percent of the discrepancy
between survey and administrative records was unaccounted for, but the authors suggest that the mobility of the low-income population may
play a major role by affecting its representation in surveys (Taeuber et al., 2004).

22 Analysis of longitudinal SIPP data indicates that many SNAP participants stay in the program for only a few months. In one study, about one-
third of newly entering SNAP units left within 6 months and more than half left within 10 months of entering SNAP (Mabli et al., 2011).
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underreporting rate of 17.4 percent for households that received SNAP benefits for all 12
months in the reference period. Taeuber et al. (2004) reported that accuracy decreased the
longer the period between the survey month and the month that the household received SNAP
benefits.

3. Stigma

Stigma has been cited as a cause of item nonresponse on survey questions (David &
Bollinger, 2000; Moore, Stinson, & Welniak, 1999; Moffit, 1983; Stuber & Kronebusch, 2004).
Some findings suggest that stigma may affect reporting of SNAP receipt less than other
assistance programs, such as AFDC or TANF. David and Bollinger (2000), for example, find that
the omission error rate for AFDC receipt was more than three times as high as SNAP receipt in
the 1984 panel of the SIPP, and they hypothesize that this may be related to the greater public
support for SNAP, implying greater stigma for AFDC. In our in-depth interviews conducted for
this study, we found mixed opinions on the significance of stigma in affecting survey
nonresponse for SNAP questions, with some believing it was still relevant and others believing
that stigma is lower now than what previously conducted studies show, such as Moffitt (1983).
David and Bollinger (2000) suggest that the stigma associated with reporting SNAP receipt is
lower than that of TANF because members of the community are more likely to already be
aware of SNAP receipt through public exchanges during shopping.

4. Respondent Confusion over Program Names

Confusion about participation due to unfamiliar program names also contributes to
SNAP underreporting. Many respondents are currently unaware of the term “SNAP,” even if
they are receiving benefits, which may stem from either the recent program name change from
Food Stamp Program, or from variations in State-specific SNAP names. Similarly, respondents
may not be aware that their electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards contain SNAP benefits. Both
TANF and SNAP benefits are traditionally received through EBT cards, and it is possible for
program participants to have TANF and SNAP benefits on the same card (Loveless, 2011).
Loveless (2011) illustrates through content testing that some false negatives are a result of
assuming that all dollars on the EBT card are TANF benefits and do not include SNAP.23 With
additional probing, respondents remembered that some funds could only be used for food
(Loveless, 2011). Additionally, respondents may confuse attendance at a food pantry or meal
service with SNAP participation, though this would contribute to overreporting rather than
underreporting (Loveless, 2011).

5. Lack of Awareness of Household Receipt

Response error may also result from a respondent’s lack of knowledge of SNAP
participation among the entire household or confusion over which household members
participate in SNAP (which may result in too few members being identified as participants).
Some respondents may share SNAP benefits with other householders but remain unaware of

23 Less than 10 percent of all SNAP households receive TANF.
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receipt. Issues associated with shared coverage and household status have been found with
both TANF and Medicaid benefits (Lynch et al., 2008; Pascale, 2007; Taeuber et al., 2004). For
example, Lynch et al. (2008) find that the odds of a false-negative increase when respondents
are not recipients themselves, but are providing reports for other household members.

B. DIFFERENCES IN COMPOSITION OF THE UNIT

Differences between the composition of the SNAP unit and the survey unit influence the
ability to identify who is in the SNAP unit based on the survey data, thus miscounting unit,
households, and individuals, even if correctly reported by the respondent. A SNAP food
assistance unit may be either a single individual living alone or individuals who generally
purchase food together for home consumption. Surveys, on the other hand, employ different
reporting units, generally based on family or household units. These differences between SNAP
units and survey units have important ramifications for the reporting of SNAP participation.
First, since surveys do not typically define the assistance unit, the survey questions may not
reflect all of the ways that participants can receive benefits. For example, benefits for children
may be received by a parent who is not a beneficiary. Since household surveys do not typically
collect income data for children, failure to identify benefits received by an adult on behalf of
children may result in a household’s participation being missed.

Second, there can be multiple food assistance units in a single survey household or
cases in which the food assistance unit does not include all members of the survey household
(Carlson & Dalrymple, 1986). Survey definitions of households or families may overlook
multiple food assistance units in a household. In fact, Taeuber et al. (2004) identify cases in
which a single survey household included multiple food assistance units.

Relying on a single reference person for the entire household, as some surveys do, limits
the survey’s ability to accurately capture all SNAP participation. When the respondent does not
directly receive the benefits, a survey will often miss a food assistance unit within the
household. While the SIPP attempts to interview all adult members (age 15 and older) of the
household to capture this information on the SNAP unit, the CPS, ACS, and NHANES do not do
so and, therefore, may fail to capture all food assistance units in the household.

Child-only units pose a special problem for survey reporting—particularly when none of
the children in the unit is age 15 or older. Census Bureau household surveys do not collect
income and benefits received by children younger than 15 for the most part. Both the CPS and
SIPP include questions about Social Security and SSI benefits that adults may have received on
behalf of children, and the SIPP does so for TANF as well, but neither survey asks about SNAP
benefits received on behalf of children, and the ACS does not explicitly mention benefits
received on behalf of children for any source. This became a much more significant problem in
the wake of legislation in the mid-1990s and early 2000s that eliminated eligibility for many
legal aliens but later restored such eligibility for children. Native-born children of alien parents
remained eligible throughout this period. These actions increased the number of SNAP units
that included only children. In the surveys, parents authorized to receive SNAP benefits on
behalf of their children may not understand that they are to report these benefits. If they do,
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the SIPP questions that ask who is covered do not allow the adult who received the benefits to
say that he or she was not covered.24

Using SNAP QC data, Trippe (2005) documented a steep decline in the proportion of
SNAP participants who were adult noncitizens in the second half of 1997, followed by a gradual
increase over the next 3 years and then little change in the 3 years after that. Over this same
period the proportion of SNAP participants who were child noncitizens showed little trend. The
SIPP, on the other hand, recorded only a modest decline in the proportion of SNAP recipients
who were adult noncitizens in 1997, followed by a slight increase and then a slow decline. The
fraction of participants who were child noncitizens fluctuated but did not show an appreciable
upward or downward movement over this period. It would appear from this that the legislative
changes did not make the reporting of child-only units any weaker in the SIPP, but it may have
led to an overreporting of participation by adult noncitizens.

C. INCOME SCREENS

To reduce respondent burden, the CPS omits the questions on SNAP and other means-
tested programs for households with incomes above threshold levels. The thresholds, which
have not been changed since 2001, are $30,000 for a one-person household and $50,000 for a
household with two or more members (Nichols, Smith, & Wheaton, 2012). These thresholds
are applied to a single-question family income measure that is collected separately from the
CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) supplement and in most cases collected 1
to 3 months earlier. While the income screen unquestionably reduces burden, the thresholds
are not set high enough to encompass all households in which someone might be receiving
income or other benefits from one or more of the programs. Even for households that were
eligible for the entire year, the screens may exclude some participants that qualified with high
incomes because of large household sizes (and correspondingly high eligibility limits). For
households that were eligible for only part of the year, their incomes for the entire year could
have been well above the thresholds as well. Similarly, for households that expanded during
the reference year, some household members could have received benefits during a part of the
year when they lived separately and had much lower income.

Using data from the ACS and SIPP, which do not screen or, in the case of the SIPP, do so
based on responses to a broad question about program participation, Nichols et al. (2012)
simulated the CPS income screens for a number of different years and estimated the fraction of
reported or imputed SNAP and other program participants who would not have been asked the
participation questions. In the ACS analysis, 8 percent of the households reporting SNAP and 16
percent of those reporting TANF in 2008 had incomes that were above the applicable threshold
and, therefore, would not have been asked about their participation in either of these
programs. Based on the SIPP analysis, 18 percent of households reporting SNAP, 17 percent of
persons reporting WIC, 30 percent of children reported as receiving free or reduced-price

24 The ACS does not ask who was covered. The CPS does, but the public use file reports only the number of children covered.
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lunches, and 7 percent of persons reporting TANF would not have been asked about their
participation in these programs in 2010.

D. SURVEY UNDERCOVERAGE

The universe for the CPS, SIPP, and NHANES is the resident, civilian, noninstitutionalized
population of the United States at a specific point in time. The ACS differs in that it includes the
military and institutionalized populations—for example, residents of nursing homes, prisons,
and psychiatric hospitals. Not explicitly stated in descriptions of each survey’s universe is that
none of the four surveys collects data from the homeless, although the homeless are implicitly
included in the population totals that are used to calculate survey weights. In effect, the
homeless are assigned to homes although the survey data do not reflect the characteristics of
the homeless other than their age, sex, and race distributions, as these are the population
characteristics that are incorporated into the survey weights.

Since individuals may die, move out of the country, join the military, become homeless,
or become institutionalized over the course of a year, the survey sampling frame may easily
differ from the universe covered by the administrative reports that capture participation
information as individuals receive program assistance. For example, questions that ask about
program participation in the past 12 months create the possibility that persons who received
program benefits early in the reference period and are included in program administrative
statistics may not be in the survey universe at the time of the survey (or even earlier, as some
programs provide benefits to persons outside the civilian, household population). Across the
whole population, persons who are resident in the United States but outside the survey
universe at a given point in time and those who leave the survey universe over a period of time
may not amount to more than a few percent of the total, but in select subpopulations—such as
the elderly, young adult males, or recent immigrants—they may account for a much higher
fraction. Below, we describe 3 sources of survey undercoverage: the sampling frame,
differential nonresponse and sample attrition. Note: As a source of SNAP underreporting,
frame undercoverage cannot be separated from differential unit nonresponse. Both will
produce the same types of outcomes, so we discuss unit nonresponse in this section as well.

1. Sampling Frame Undercoverage

The Census Bureau draws all of its household survey samples from a list frame that is
intended to include all known addresses. Samples sufficient for all of the Census Bureau’s
household surveys for the next decade—and some of those that it conducts for other
agencies—are drawn in the years immediately following the census, using the decennial census
Master Address File (MAF), updated through the process of conducting the census.25 Over the
course of the decade, as individual surveys prepare to go into the field, the frames are updated
to account for addresses created (e.g., new construction) and eliminated.

25 Because of the number of household surveys that the Census Bureau conducts, including some for other agencies, samples must be
coordinated so that households are not selected for multiple surveys.
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Despite the procedures that are in place to maintain an accurate MAF, omissions can
occur. The critical question is whether omitted addresses are occupied by individuals who are
systematically different from those whose addresses are on the frame and ultimately included
in the sample. Not all undercoverage affects SNAP estimation. The exclusion of addresses that
are frequently occupied by low-income families and individuals will contribute to
underestimates of SNAP participation. However, the exclusion of addresses that are occupied
by high-income families will have no effect on estimates of SNAP participation.

The Census Bureau estimates that undercoverage in the 2011 CPS ASEC was 14 percent
(U.S. Department of Commerce [DOC], 2011b). This estimate reflects not only missed housing
units but also persons missed within housing units that were sampled. Undercoverage is
estimated as the difference between the size of the weighted sample prior to post-stratification
(the final stage in the weighting process) and the size of weighted sample after post-
stratification and expressing this difference as a percentage of the final weighted population.
We know that undercoverage varies by demographic characteristics because post-stratification
boosts demographic groups differentially. Undercoverage is greatest for Black males ages 25 to
34; for the 2011 CPS ASEC, it was 35 percent.

Taeuber et al. (2004) found that fewer than 3 percent of SNAP recipients in Maryland
lived in a homeless shelter or other group quarters at some time in 2000, while an earlier study
(Taeuber, Staveley, & Larson, 2002) found that recipients of public assistance who lived in a
homeless shelter or other group quarters in Maryland in 1999 typically lived there for only 1 or
2 months. From this, Lynch et al. (2008) inferred that only about 0.5 percent (1/6 of 3 percent)
of SNAP recipients in Maryland would have been outside the universe of the ACS 2001
Supplementary Survey in any given month.

2. Unit Nonresponse

Survey researchers differentiate between unit nonresponse and item nonresponse.
Unit nonresponse encompasses household or individual household member nonresponse to an
entire survey. This would include refusals to participate as well as an interviewer’s inability to
make contact with the residents of an eligible, sampled housing unit.26 Item nonresponse,
discussed below, is nonresponse to individual questions (items) in the survey by persons
responding to the survey.

Unit nonresponse to the monthly CPS labor force questionnaire, which is administered
before the supplement, has been growing slowly. For the March 2011 survey, it was 8.9
percent (DOC, 2011b). Some sample members who respond to the labor force questionnaire
do not respond to the supplement, however, which introduces additional nonresponse. For the
2011 CPS ASEC, nonresponse to the supplement among respondents to the labor force
questionnaire was 8.0 percent. Thus, the total nonresponse to the supplement, including those

26
Vacant units and units that turn out to be commercial rather than residential are not eligible and, therefore, the failure to obtain an interview

from such addresses is not considered unit nonresponse.
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who did not respond to the labor force questionnaire and, therefore, were not asked the
supplement, was 16.2 percent.

To reduce costs, household surveys typically employ multistage sampling, where one of
the stages involves drawing a sample of blocks from a larger geographic area and then sampling
housing units from the selected blocks. If, for example, 10 households are selected from a
block, and interviews are obtained with 7 households while the remaining 3 sample households
are found to be eligible but no interviews are obtained, it would be possible to account for this
unit nonresponse at the block level when calculating the survey weights. To the extent that
addresses in the same block have similar economic circumstances, an adjustment for
nonresponse at the block level would provide some correction for differential nonresponse by
income level, but it would also introduce wide variation in the final survey weights. Both the
CPS and SIPP apply non-interview adjustments at much higher levels of aggregation.27 On
balance, adjusting for nonresponse at the block level is considered more harmful than helpful.
However, the absence of such an adjustment explains why differential nonresponse by
neighborhood can contribute to differential representation of households by income level and
other characteristics that might be related to SNAP participation.

While it is possible that the SIPP’s higher SNAP estimates are due in part to the survey’s
greater representation of low-income households, research with earnings data suggests that
differential underrepresentation by level of earnings does not explain the differences between
the CPS and SIPP estimates.28 For example, using CPS and SIPP records that were successfully
matched to the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) Detailed Earnings Record (DER), Roemer
(2002) compared the distribution of DER earnings between the two surveys.29 In other words,
Roemer compared the distribution of “true” wages (as opposed to wages measured by the
surveys) between the two surveys.30 For all 3 reference years, the wage distributions in the two
surveys were nearly identical except for the upper tail. It is quite possible that earners at all
levels are equally well represented in the two surveys while persons without earnings are not.
Nevertheless, the upper end of the income distribution is almost certainly underrepresented in
household surveys; this is irrelevant to SNAP measurement.

27 The CPS adjusts within clusters of similar sample areas—generally but not always in the same State. Metro and nonmetro areas are adjusted
separately, with metro areas divided between central city and not central city areas, yielding 214 “adjustment cells” in all (DOC, 2006). The
SIPP, which oversamples low-income areas, employs a combination of factors (census region, race of household reference person, owner versus
renter, type of residential area, household size, and low versus not low income stratum) to generate 512 adjustment cells (DOC, 2008).

28
Earnings do not account for all income. Earnings represent about 86 percent of the income of families whose income is more than 400

percent of the Federal poverty level, but only 53 percent of the income of the poor (Czajka & Denmead, 2012).

29 This was done for the March 1991, 1994, and 1997 CPS files and the 1990, 1993, and 1996 SIPP panels.

30 It would have been even more informative to compare the distribution of DER wages in each survey to the distribution of DER wages for the
DER universe, although the DER universe does not exactly match the universes of the two surveys. If this could be done, it would speak to the
issue of whether there is an underrepresentation of low-wage earners in either survey.
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3. Sample Attrition

Longitudinal surveys like the SIPP introduce the additional element of attrition into the
issue of representativeness. A panel survey may start with a high response rate, but as panel
members leave the sample, the effective response rate may drop substantially. The 2008 SIPP
panel started with a wave 1 response rate of 80.8 percent, but by wave 10, the response rate
among eligible households had fallen to 58.1 percent (DOC, 2011a).

Despite the substantial attrition, there is evidence that the Census Bureau’s
nonresponse adjustments that are incorporated into the SIPP longitudinal weights are highly
effective in eliminating nonresponse bias through attrition. Czajka, Mabli, and Cody (2008)
used SSA administrative records matched to SIPP sample records to evaluate the nonresponse
adjustments. Social Security benefits, SSI benefits, and earnings were compared between the
full wave 1 sample and the 12-wave sample weighted by the Census Bureau’s longitudinal
weight, and essentially no important differences were identified.

E. ITEM NONRESPONSE

Item nonresponse refers to occasions in which individuals do not respond to a survey
question either because they do not know the answer or they refuse to provide the answer, as
often happens with requests for wealth and income information. Respondents may refuse to
answer individual questions—income questions have particularly high item nonresponse—or
they may say that they do not know the answer. In addition, prior to computer-assisted
interviewing, questions were sometimes skipped inadvertently by interviewers, but this has
become much less common.

Item nonresponse can contribute to underestimation of SNAP participation and
benefits. Missing values are imputed, and if the imputations are not designed well, too few
records may be imputed, or people may be imputed into SNAP participation who would not be
eligible (see Doyle & Dalrymple, 1987; Beebout & Czajka, 2005). While the latter may not affect
the total number of participants estimated by the survey, it would affect the number counted
as participants in a simulation of SNAP eligibility, or if participation is counted just among
persons whose income is less than a certain percent of the Federal poverty level (for example,
200 percent). If estimates of SNAP participation were restricted in this way, the reporting rate
for SNAP would decline by a greater margin in the SIPP than in the CPS because SNAP is
imputed to a greater number of high-income families in the SIPP than in the CPS (Czajka &
Denmead, 2008).

There is an extensive literature addressing item nonresponse, which may occur for a
variety of reasons, including respondent weariness (Section 1) and non-cooperation (Section 2).

1. Respondent Weariness and Question Placement

The placement of SNAP questions in the survey may affect accuracy and item response
rates. Some research suggests, for example, that length of the questionnaire has a moderate
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relationship with survey nonresponse (Porter, 2004). Respondents may grow weary of
answering questions, with later questions receiving poorer quality responses. This explanation
may be more fitting for a series of questions on a single topic, such as program receipt. For
example, Pascale (2007) finds in cognitive interviews focused on Medicaid questions that in a
series of eight questions focused on health insurance, respondents began to feel the
information they were giving was redundant, resulting in less attention to the question and the
accuracy of their response.

2. Noncooperation

In some cases, respondents may simply be prone to item nonresponse and prefer not to
share the requested information. For example, using the 1984 panel of SIPP, Bollinger and
David (2001, 2005) found that survey participation is associated with the likelihood of
cooperation in earlier survey administrations (for longitudinal surveys); in short, respondents
are predisposed to cooperate (or not cooperate) and provide accurate (or inaccurate)
information. Respondents who exhibit high rates of reticence to answer some questions are
more likely to miss later interviews altogether (Bollinger & David, 2001).

In summary, some individuals may not enjoy the interview process, but participate in
the survey nonetheless. These individuals are already predisposed to noncooperation. As a
result, they may be less likely to provide answers to questions that they deem inappropriate or
difficult to recall.

F. ADMINISTRATIVE RECORDS

Comparisons of survey estimates with administrative records generally assume that the
estimates of participation derived from administrative records represent truth, but it is
certainly possible that administrative records may overstate or understate participation or
represent a different truth. Earlier, we discussed the importance of adjusting for universe
differences and reconciling reference periods when comparing survey estimates to
administrative records. It may not always be possible to do this—or to do so with adequate
precision. This is especially true when the administrative totals are drawn from aggregate
statistics. Imperfect adjustments contribute to discrepancies between administrative totals and
survey estimates, and more often than not the administrative totals represent a broader
universe than the survey estimates.

In addition to covering a broader universe than the survey estimates, the administrative
systems that generate enrollment statistics may include duplicate records for the same person
or records for persons who were no longer enrolled. We discuss both of these below.

1. Duplication

Program enrollment counts—particularly those that are administered at the State as
opposed to national level—may contain duplicates. That is, a person may be represented by
more than one enrollment record, and this may occur in the same State or different States, and
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it may occur at the same time, within the same month, or within the same year. Most
commonly, such duplication occurs when people migrate from one State to another and enroll
in a program in which they participated in a different State earlier in the year. For a program
administered at the Federal level, such movement would create no duplication. For programs
administered at the State level, enrollment in two different States will generate two enrollment
records—one in each State.31, 32 Re-enrollment within the same State after a period of
disenrollment could also generate a new enrollment record if there is a failure to identify a new
applicant as a former enrollee. Survey estimates contain no duplication, per se, so the effect of
duplication on administrative totals is to depress the estimated survey reporting rate.

Using research files created from administrative records that the States are required to
submit to the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS), Czajka and Verghese (2011)
unduplicated records for the calendar years 2005, 2006, and 2007. In each year, the estimated
duplication rate was about 2.5 percent. That is, the number of unique enrollees was about 97.5
percent of the total number of enrollment records. A separate study, working with earlier data,
found similar results but also found that much of the within-year duplication involved persons
who were apparently enrolled in two different States in the same month if not the same day
(Research Project to Understand the Medicaid Undercount, 2010). For Medicaid, survey
reporting rates would be reduced by 2.5 percentage points for estimates of ever-enrollment in
a given year.

2. Retention of Enrollment Records

When enrollments are terminated, enrollment records should reflect the change in
status immediately. Some researchers have expressed a concern that persons who leave a
program—for example, by losing eligibility or moving to another jurisdiction—may remain on
the program rolls in some situations or, more to the point, continue to be counted in
enrollment statistics. This phenomenon, if it occurs, undoubtedly varies by program and State,
and the amount of time that former enrollees remain on the rolls beyond their actual
enrollment will vary as well. Furthermore, as States improve their administrative record
systems, it may be growing less and less common over time.

Seemingly, programs that pay out benefits on a monthly basis—such as SNAP or cash
assistance programs—will be much less likely to retain former enrollees on their rolls than
programs that entitle enrollees to services that are provided on an as needed basis, such as
medical care. Processing errors can occur in all types of systems, of course, but what matters is
whether the errors become large enough to affect enrollment counts by as much as several
percent.

31 For SNAP, enrollment in two different States in the same month is highly unlikely, as most States have arrangements with neighboring States
to detect duplicate participation.

32 Duplication is not an issue for benefits, however, as dollars received from different States will sum to a participant’s total annual benefits.
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Health policy researchers at the Urban Institute routinely discount the Medicaid
enrollment counts that States provide to the Federal government because of concerns that the
Medicaid enrollment counts for many States are too high. These concerns derive in part from
the experience of obtaining Medicaid participation rates in excess of 100 percent when CPS
estimates were adjusted to State Medicaid enrollment totals. To reduce the potential impact of
such errors, the Urban Institute’s Health Insurance Policy Simulation Model adjusts reported
Medicaid enrollment to 50 percent of the difference between the CPS estimates and
administrative reports of Medicaid enrollment (Dubay, Holahan, & Cook, 2007).
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V. SNAP UNDERREPORTING OVER TIME

This chapter reviews what is known about the underreporting of SNAP participation and
benefit receipt in major household surveys over the past 3 decades. This research covers SNAP
underreporting through 2006, the most recent year for which published estimates were
available. The results are divided into studies that use one of the two research methodologies
discussed above. Section A reviews studies based on comparisons of survey estimates with
administrative totals or subtotals. Section B reviews studies based on matches between
administrative records and household survey records.

A. STUDIES COMPARING SURVEY ESTIMATES WITH ADMINISTRATIVE
TOTALS

Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, estimates of average monthly SNAP participants
and average monthly benefits obtained from the annual March supplement to the CPS have
been substantially lower than program administrative counts of participants and total dollars
paid in benefits. Early microsimulation models based on the CPS drew on external counts of
participants from administrative records so that forecasts would be consistent with current
caseloads (Trippe, 1989). Even by the early 1970s, it was evident that the growing research
needs of the Federal statistical and policy research communities could not be met by the CPS
alone (Vaughan, 1993). In 1974, a technical working group on income data and models in what
was then the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) proposed the development
of a new survey focused on the collection of better data on income and participation in
government programs. Early the next year, the Secretary of HEW approved the formation of
the ISDP to design a new survey (Ycas, 1979).

The ISDP sponsored four field tests. One of these was a nationally representative
panel—the 1979 Research Panel—that collected the first monthly data on a wide range of
household and personal characteristics, including SNAP participation and benefits and the
measures of income, assets, and household composition needed to simulate SNAP eligibility.
The panel collected six waves of data at 3-month intervals and supported a significant amount
of research (Ycas & Lininger, 1981). One of the projects funded by the ISDP developed methods
for constructing benchmarks from administrative data for the purpose of evaluating the later
income survey’s estimates of income and program participation. These methods later were
used to evaluate estimates from the new SIPP. For the months of January through April, 1979,
the ISDP estimates of households receiving SNAP benefits were 85 to 88 percent of the
benchmarks (Czajka, Doyle, Walker, Whitmore, & Citro, 1982). The ISDP estimates of SNAP
units and individual participants were stronger but more variable, ranging from 87 to 94
percent of the benchmarks in each case. Finally, the ISDP estimates of aggregate benefits
ranged from 79 to 85 percent of the benchmarks.

1. Early SIPP Estimates of SNAP Participants and Benefit Amounts

To showcase findings from the SIPP, the Census Bureau introduced a new series of
quarterly reports on economic statistics that included comparisons of SIPP estimates with
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benchmarks constructed from administrative records, using the methods developed by Czajka
et al. (1982). This series was terminated after six issues, but it provided baseline data on SIPP
quality, which documented the strengths of the newly-developed SIPP.33 Comparisons
between the SIPP estimates (of participants and benefit dollars) and independent totals
constructed from administrative records showed that over the five calendar quarters from
October 1983 through December 1984, the SIPP captured between 90 and 92 percent of total
recipients, 89 to 90 percent of participating households, and 84 to 87 percent of aggregate
benefits (Vaughan, 1993). For 1983 and 1984 combined, the SIPP’s estimate of average
monthly households participating in SNAP was 36.6 percent higher than the corresponding
estimate from the CPS (Vaughan, 1993). The SIPP’s estimate of average monthly participants
was 26 percent higher than the CPS, and the SIPP’s estimate of aggregate benefits was 23
percent higher than the CPS.

The SIPP was much more effective than the CPS in identifying participants with less than
a full year of participation. For those who participated during the entire year, the CPS estimate
was 95 percent of the SIPP estimate, but for those who participated for only part of the year,
the CPS estimate was only 63 percent of the SIPP estimate. This finding is consistent with SIPP’s
shorter reference period (if the reported months of participation are accurate, on average), but
there is almost certainly some rounding up to 12 months in the reporting of months of
participation in the CPS. There is also likely to be some rounding up to 4 months in the
reporting of participation in the SIPP’s 4-month reference period, given SIPP’s well-known seam
bias.34 Nevertheless, these findings highlight a recurrent theme in comparisons between SIPP
and other surveys—namely, that the SIPP is more effective at capturing short spells of
participation that are likely to be unreported in the CPS and other surveys with annual
reference periods.

2. Trends in SNAP Reporting Accuracy

Meyer et al. (2009) compared survey estimates of program participants and benefit
dollars to administrative estimates for 10 programs and 5 surveys. Their program estimates
included SNAP and two other nutrition programs, and the surveys included three of the four
surveys used in this project (CPS, SIPP, and ACS). The estimates span the full range of years for
which survey estimates were available, from 1967 at the earliest through the latest that could
be obtained when the study was in preparation—generally 2005, 2006, or 2007. In its breadth
of coverage in both programs and surveys, together with its technical rigor, this paper is

33 These quarterly reports were published in the Census Bureau’s P-70 series, numbers 1 through 6. See U.S. Census Bureau (1984) for an
example.

34 Seam bias refers to a tendency for respondents in longitudinal surveys to report transitions as occurring disproportionately at the end of a
reference period (e.g., between interview waves rather than within waves). For the SIPP, most new spells of SNAP participation are reported as
starting in month 1 of the 4-month reference period, and most spells that terminate are reported as ending in the last month of the reference
period. As a result, most spells of participation that are observed from start to finish have durations that are multiples of 4 months. In the
absence of seam bias, approximately 25 percent of new spells of SNAP participation would start in the first month of the reference period, 25
percent would start in the second month, and so on.
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unique. As such, we cite it frequently, not only to compare programs and surveys at the same
point in time, but to show how underreporting has changed over time.35

Table V.1 shows estimates of average monthly SNAP participants (for the CPS and SIPP)
and estimates of aggregate annual benefits (for the CPS, SIPP, and ACS) as a percentage of the
corresponding administrative totals for the years 1984 through 2006. Estimates for the CPS,
which started asking about participation in SNAP in 1980, are shown for all of these years.
Estimates for the SIPP are reported from the survey’s first full year through 2005—the latest
year available when Meyer et al. (2009) generated their statistics. Estimates of total benefits
from the ACS are reported for 2005 and 2006.

Table V.1
CPS, SIPP, and ACS Estimates of SNAP Households and Annual Benefits

As a Percentage of Administrative Benchmarks, 1984-2006
Average Monthly

Households Total Annual Benefits

Year CPS SIPP CPS SIPP ACS
1

1984 73.6 88.6 71.2 84.7

1985 72.9 85.4 69.0 82.1

1986 72.7 87.1 71.4 85.6

1987 73.2 88.1 74.2 85.9

1988 74.0 86.5 72.1 83.0

1989 70.3 84.0 73.8 85.3

1990 71.2 82.3 73.1 83.5

1991 68.4 78.9 71.7 81.4

1992 66.3 76.8 64.0 76.1

1993 67.2 80.1 68.0 81.6

1994 66.9 77.2 67.3 77.5

1995 65.5 78.5 63.8 78.5

1996 66.3 84.2 63.1 79.0

1997 67.2 88.0 62.7 78.3

1998 66.6 87.7 63.9 78.7

1999 63.2 86.7 60.1 77.4

2000 62.9 86.1 58.3 80.9

2001 63.5 89.9 62.3 88.5

2002
2

61.3 88.0 59.3 84.3

2003 60.4 84.8 57.7 80.0

2004 56.8 84.4 56.7 80.3

2005 56.5 82.9 54.6 76.4 55.9

2006 53.0 53.9 54.3
1

The ACS survey estimate (which spans 2 calendar years) is compared to
the average of the current and previous year's administrative benchmarks
2We have substituted a corrected administrative total annual benefits and
recalculated the percentages.
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), tables 3 and 12.

35
Coder and Scoon-Rogers (1996) performed a rigorous evaluation of income reporting in the CPS and SIPP, but their work covered only 2

years—1984 and 1990—and did not include SNAP. Roemer (2002) performed a detailed evaluation of income reporting in both surveys over
the period 1990 to 1996, but also excluded SNAP.
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From 1984 through 1989, the SIPP’s estimates of average monthly participants ranged
between 84 and 89 percent of program counts, and its estimates of total benefits were from 82
to 86 percent of program totals. Over this same period, the CPS captured between 70 and 74
percent of average monthly participants and 69 to 74 percent of total SNAP dollars.

The difference between the SIPP and the CPS in the accuracy of SNAP reporting was
striking in 1984, and it has only increased since then. For 2004 and 2005, the SIPP captured 83
to 84 percent of average monthly participants and from 76 to 80 percent of total benefit
dollars. These reporting rates are down slightly from the mid-1980s. For the same 2 years,
however, the CPS captured only 57 percent of average monthly participants and from 55 to 57
percent of total benefits. The fall in the CPS reporting rates for SNAP was dramatic. Between
1984 and 2006, CPS estimates of SNAP participants as a proportion of administrative totals
declined by 20.6 percentage points, and CPS estimates of aggregate annual benefits relative to
administrative totals declined by 17.3 percentage points.

The ACS does not identify individual SNAP participants within participating households
or the number of months in which they participated, so the survey cannot provide estimates of
average monthly participants, but until 2008 the ACS did collect total SNAP benefits over the
previous 12 months. For the period 2005 to 2006 (the combined reference period for
households interviewed in 2006), the ACS estimates of aggregate benefits were just a
percentage point better than those obtained from the CPS.

The similarity between the ACS and CPS estimates of total annual SNAP benefits is
notable, given the major differences between CPS and ACS survey designs and their questions
on SNAP participation. One factor that differentiates the SIPP from these other two surveys is
SIPP’s 4-month reference period, which is substantially shorter than the 12-month reference
periods of both the CPS and the ACS. In addition to the longer reference period, most CPS
respondents are interviewed 2.5 to 3 months after the end of the reference period (some are
interviewed 1.5 months after the reference period while others are interviewed as long as 4
months after the end of the reference period).36 This suggests that the SIPP’s shorter reference
period could be a factor in the survey’s superior performance. Lending support to this
interpretation, the Food Security Supplement, which is attached to the CPS at different times in
different years, asks about SNAP participation in the preceding month and obtained responses
that were within a few percent of those for the SIPP in the mid- to late 1990s (Bitler, Currie, &
Scholz, 2003). We will return to this issue as we examine the surveys’ estimates of participation
in other programs. At the same time, however, the substantial deterioration in the CPS
estimates of SNAP participation while SIPP estimates have remained comparatively stable
suggests that other factors may play an important role as well.

36 The CPS ASEC is administered to all households responding to the March labor force survey and to about a quarter of the households
responding to the February and April labor force surveys.
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Recent data on SNAP participation collected by the NHANES are strictly at the
household rather than the individual level, and they cover a 2 to 3-year reference period.
Consequently, the NHANES data do not lend themselves quite as readily as CPS or SIPP data to
comparisons with SNAP administrative totals, which may explain the very limited literature on
the NHANES and SNAP. Jilcott, Liu, DeBose, Chen, and Kranz (2011), who use NHANES data to
analyze physiological correlates of SNAP participation, acknowledge that there may be
underreporting of SNAP participation in the survey, citing Meyer and Sullivan (2007) on
underreporting of SNAP in general, but they provide no information specific to the NHANES.
Meyer and Sullivan themselves do not present any information on underreporting of SNAP
participation in the NHANES.

Mabli et al. (2010) used NHANES data from the 2001-02 and 2003-04 surveys in an
analysis of the nutritional quality of food purchased by SNAP participants versus other low-
income households and individuals. Their estimate of SNAP participants, based on sample
members who were authorized to receive SNAP benefits in the previous 12 months, was about
90 percent of monthly administrative totals. The NHANES no longer identifies SNAP
participants individually, so these estimates cannot be replicated with more recent data.

Anderson, Kirlin, and Wiseman (2012) used SNAP QC data to estimate the probability
that someone in a SNAP household was a participant, and they applied this information to
convert NHANES estimates of persons in currently participating households to estimates of
SNAP participants, which could then be compared to counts of SNAP participants from Program
Operations data. The average adjustment factor for 2005-06 and 2007-08 was 0.9458. They
found evidence of a substantial increase in SNAP reporting between the 2005-06 and 2007-08
surveys. For 2005-06, their preferred estimate of SNAP participants was 83.16 percent of the
administrative total. For 2007-08, the preferred estimate was 112.70 percent of the
administrative total—nearly a 30-percentage-point increase after shifting from a 17-percent
underestimate to an almost 13-percent overestimate. Sampling error is a potential factor in
any change in the apparent reporting rate. It is possible that SNAP households were better
represented—even overestimated—in the 2007-08 sample than in the 2005-06 sample. This
cannot be determined from the NHANES data alone, however, nor from aggregate comparisons
with Program Operations data.

3. Characteristics of SNAP Participants

In addition to providing benchmark totals for the number of participants and the
aggregate benefits paid, administrative records can also provide information on the
characteristics of participants. Such data can be compared to household survey data to
determine how closely the characteristics of reported participants resemble those of actual
participants. If participation is underreported in a survey, users need to know if the
participants identified in the survey are representative of actual participants or systematically
different.

For SNAP, the best source of such information is the annual quality control sample,
which is created from the data recorded in quality control reviews of caseload samples in every
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State (Eslami et al., 2011). The unit of observation in the quality control sample is the SNAP
unit. In contrast, households consist of individuals living together in a housing unit.
Households can include nonparticipants as well as participants in SNAP, and a household can
include more than one SNAP unit.

To compare household surveys and administrative records on such characteristics as
unit size, unit income, the presence of earnings, and whether a unit contains an elderly
member, it is critical that the membership of SNAP units in survey households be correctly
determined. Carlson and Dalrymple (1986) provided an early glimpse at the characteristics of
SNAP units identified in the SIPP. Specifically, they compared SIPP households reporting SNAP
receipt in September 1983 in the first wave of the first (1984) SIPP panel and quality control
sample units from August 1983. Using data collected in the SIPP, they were able to identify
multiple SNAP units in SNAP households and differentiate between household members who
were covered by SNAP and those who were not. Only 5 percent of SNAP households contained
more than one SNAP unit, but 18 percent of SNAP households contained members who were
not included in any SNAP unit—that is, they were not identified as receiving or covered by
SNAP. Households with only one SNAP unit were compared with the quality control sample
data with respect to size, family composition, age of the reference person, whether there were
elderly members, and whether there were children. For every characteristic, SIPP households
in which every member was identified as covered by SNAP compared more closely to the
quality control units than did households with nonparticipating members. Overall, SIPP
households in which the single SNAP unit included the entire household compared rather
closely to the quality control units. Relative to the quality control sample, the SIPP had slightly
fewer SNAP households headed by persons younger than 25 years old and slightly more SNAP
households headed by persons 60 years old and older; slightly more households headed by
married couples with children; and slightly fewer households of size one or two.

Differences between administrative and survey data were more pronounced with
respect to participants’ economic characteristics. Twenty-eight percent of the whole-
household SNAP units in the SIPP had earnings as compared to only 19 percent of the quality
control units. Fewer SIPP households reported AFDC, but somewhat more reported SSI or
Social Security. In addition, 11 percent of the SNAP households in the SIPP had asset income
and 13 percent had other unearned income; the corresponding proportions in the quality
control data were 1 percent and 7 percent. On these same characteristics, the SNAP
households in the SIPP that included nonparticipating members were even more sharply
differentiated from the quality control sample units than on the demographic characteristics.
The authors acknowledge that income could be understated in the quality control data, despite
the requirements for documentation and verification, and they point out that small amounts of
asset income may not be fully recorded in the quality control data if they have no effect on the
error determination for a case. The analysis did not compare amounts of income—only receipt
of income.

It is notable that the SIPP SNAP units did not compare as closely to the quality control
cases when SNAP units that were subunits of the SIPP household were analyzed. At the time,
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this suggested that the identification of SNAP unit membership in the SIPP had important
limitations. At such an early stage, however, more research was needed to understand the full
extent of the issues with unit definition.

Recent work by the city of New York to develop an alternative poverty measure using
methods recommended by a National Academy of Sciences panel underscore the challenges in
determining the membership of SNAP units in a household survey. New York City’s alternative
poverty measure is based on the ACS, which is the only annual survey with a sample large
enough to serve the city’s needs. The ACS no longer collects data on the amount of SNAP
benefits received by sample households, and the cash value of such benefits is needed to
construct family income for the alternative poverty measure. To address this problem, SNAP
administrative records maintained by the city are statistically matched to the ACS sample. If
New York City had access to the personal identifiers of SNAP sample households in the city,
then it would be able to perform an exact match between the SNAP records and ACS records
and thereby be assured of attaching the correct SNAP benefit amounts to the ACS
households.37 Lacking that information, New York City must match the two files based on
characteristics other than personal identifiers.

Potential SNAP units must be defined in ACS households so that SNAP records can be
matched to units that they resemble on such characteristics as size, gender, and age of the unit
head, and income of the unit. To match the size distribution of the SNAP units in its caseload
files, New York City has found it necessary to create two SNAP units in an appreciable number
of ACS households (NYC Center for Economic Opportunity, 2010). New York City may not be
typical of the rest of the country or even most large cities with respect to the frequency of
multiunit SNAP households, but the city’s experience underscores the importance of correctly
determining SNAP unit composition within the survey household when comparing survey data
and administrative data with respect to unit characteristics.

B. EXACT MATCH STUDIES

Because SNAP is a State-administered program, SNAP administrative records reside at
the State level, and, unlike Medicaid, there is no requirement for States to submit
administrative records to the Federal government. In order to obtain SNAP records for the
purpose of matching them to survey records, the Federal Government and individual
researchers must negotiate with States individually, which has proven to be very challenging.
Many States have laws prohibiting or restricting access to individually identifiable records from
specific State programs for purposes that would include statistical applications of the kind
represented by matching to survey records (Citro & Scholz, 2009). In only a small number of
instances over the past 3 decades have States shared SNAP records with Federal agencies or
individual researchers, so there have been very few match studies involving SNAP records
linked to household survey data, and none of these has involved more than four States. Results
of several of these studies are discussed below.

37 Surveys do not collect Social Security numbers, so here the use of exact match means the process to link records based on matching a
number of person characteristics.
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To evaluate the reporting of SNAP participation in the SIPP, the Census Bureau obtained
SNAP records—along with those from other State-administered programs—from four States:
Florida, New York, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin (Marquis & Moore, 1990). New York was
excluded from the analyses of the State-administered programs, including SNAP, because of
issues with the administrative records. Misreporting rates were calculated for the 8 months
covered by the first two waves of the 1984 SIPP panel. For the three States, the misreporting
rate for SNAP participation, averaged over the 8 months was 1.2 percent, and the average
misreporting rate for changes in SNAP participation between consecutive months was even
lower at 0.5 percent. These misreporting rates are heavily influenced by the fact that the vast
majority of respondents do not participate in SNAP and do not become participants over an 8-
month period. Actual participation in SNAP was underestimated by 13 percent (nonreports as a
percentage of the person-months of participation recorded in the administrative records). This
13 percent is a net figure; misreports were observed in both directions, although the results are
presented only in a figure, from which the actual counts of misreports in each direction cannot
be precisely determined.

Bollinger and David (1997) estimated rates of omission (failing to report participation
that was recorded in the administrative records) and commission (reporting participation that
was not recorded in the administrative records) for SNAP using the same linked data that were
assembled for the Marquis and Moore studies, but using the household rather than the
individual as the unit of analysis. In the reference month preceding the wave 1 interview,
errors of omission occurred for 22 (12 percent) of the 181 sample households identified as
receiving SNAP in the administrative records, and errors of commission occurred for 8 (0.32
percent) of the 2,504 households that were not identified as receiving SNAP in the
administrative records. Adding the errors of commission to the correctly reported cases
yielded a net reporting rate of 92.3 percent. They also estimated models predicting both types
of errors using a number of household characteristics. In the response models, the strongest
predictor of errors of omission was per capita income. The greater the income, the higher the
probability of failing to report actual participation in SNAP. In addition, female SNAP
participants were less likely to fail to report their participation, but the marital status of the
participant had no impact. Surprisingly, proxy respondents, who may be unaware of another
household member’s circumstances, were also less likely to fail to report SNAP participation
than the participants themselves.38 With respect to the per capita income findings, Bollinger
and David suggest two contributing causes—the sensitivity of participation and the low
recollection of small payments. There were too few errors of commission to support reliable
models, but per capita income emerged as consistently inversely related to such errors. That is,
as per capita income increased, the likelihood of making such errors declined. This was true
even when the sample was restricted to households with incomes less than 130 percent of the
Federal poverty level.

38
In this case the lesser stigma felt by a proxy respondent may be more important than the proxy respondent’s imperfect overall knowledge of

other household members’ SNAP participation.
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The most thorough analysis of underreporting using matched survey and administrative
data involved SNAP records from Maryland linked to the 2001 Supplementary Survey, 39 which
has a reference period that spans the calendar years 2000 and 2001 (Taeuber et al., 2004).
Working with high-quality data, the study examines the contributions of several factors to
survey estimates of SNAP participation falling short of administrative counts. The data are
notable because household response to the survey was 96.7 percent, the Maryland sample was
reasonably large (10,500 households), and the Census Bureau was able to match a high
percentage of the survey and State records. The authors estimate that they were able to
identify 95 percent of the true links between records that appeared in both the survey and the
administrative file. In addition, the authors were able to construct administrative estimates of
SNAP receipt that were conceptually analogous to the survey estimates of households in which
someone received SNAP benefits in the 12 months preceding the interview.40

The survey estimate of 87,429 households in which someone received SNAP benefits
over the preceding 12 months was 55.4 percent of the administrative estimate of 157,857
assistance units that received SNAP benefits over a 13-month period (an average of 13-month
periods ending in each of the 12 months that survey interviews were conducted). Of the
households that reported SNAP receipt in the survey, 11,331 appeared to be false positives in
that no one in these households linked to SNAP records in the administrative data. The authors
found, however, that 2,703 of the Maryland SNAP units linked to survey records from other
States (the weighted sum of the linked survey households), and reduced the false positives by
this number. They attributed another 4,147 of the false positives to matches that were missed
(the estimated 5 percent of true links that could not be identified). Subtracting the remaining
false positives from the survey households that reported SNAP receipt left 74,909 SNAP units
that the survey missed.

Seeking to explain this shortfall, the authors were able to estimate the contributions
from three sources: 1) households that reported no SNAP receipt but linked to Maryland SNAP
records; 2) SNAP units that were in group quarters—mostly homeless shelters—and therefore
not included in the survey universe; and 3) multiple SNAP units from the same survey
household. The first source explained 68 percent of the shortfall, the second source explained
6.1 percent, and the third source explained 8.2 percent, leaving 17.7 percent unexplained.
Sampling error could account for differences in either direction; the 90-percent confidence
interval for the survey estimate of 87,429 households receiving SNAP was plus or minus 9,212
households while the unexplained shortfall was 13,282 SNAP units. The authors suggested that
survey coverage and the mobility of the SNAP population could play a role as well, implying that
the survey may have underrepresented SNAP participants and that this may be a general issue
for household surveys. The findings regarding SNAP participants in group quarters and
multiunit households have broader applicability as well. In all, 4.4 percent of the Maryland
SNAP units were classified as living in group quarters, but some of these linked to survey

39 The 2001 Supplementary Survey was a field test of the ACS.

40 The authors interpreted the survey measure as equivalent to receiving benefits in the survey month or any of the 12 prior months, or 13
calendar months in all, and they constructed their administrative estimate accordingly.
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households. The estimated fraction of Maryland SNAP units that fell outside the survey
universe was 2.9 percent. SNAP units from the same household could not be identified from
the administrative data alone but through linkages to survey households. In all, 130,761
assistance units linked to 124,934 survey households, implying that if all of the survey
households had correctly reported their SNAP participation, the survey estimate of
participating households would still be 4.5 percent short of the number of SNAP units.

A particularly useful part of the analysis was the authors’ examination of duration and
timing of SNAP receipt as factors affecting the likelihood of reporting SNAP participation among
households that were known participants—that is, survey households that matched to SNAP
administrative records. Among these households, 98.5 percent responded to the SNAP
question, and 61.9 percent of these responded correctly.41 There was a strong, direct
relationship between the number of months (1 to 13) that a unit had participated in SNAP and
the probability that the survey household containing that unit reported participation. Notably,
82.6 percent of the households that participated in SNAP for all 13 months reported receipt of
SNAP, compared to only 23.9 percent of households with only 1 month of participation.
Proximity to the interview mattered as well. Among households that were participating in
SNAP in the month of the survey, 78.6 percent correctly reported receipt. This dropped to 62.7
percent among households that had participated a month earlier and just 5.2 percent among
households that had last participated 12 months earlier.

Meyer and Goerge (2011) analyzed SNAP records from two States—Illinois and
Maryland—linked to survey records from the ACS 2001 Supplementary Survey and the 2002
through 2005 CPS ASEC files (which have annual reference periods from 2001 through 2004).42

For the 2001 Supplementary Survey, the false-negative rate for SNAP participation was 32
percent in Illinois and 37 percent in Maryland. The false-positive rate was 0.8 percent in Illinois
and 0.5 percent in Maryland, but because the denominator for the false-positive rate
(households not receiving SNAP) is much bigger than the denominator for the false-negative
rate (households receiving SNAP), the false positives reduced the net underreporting rate to 23
percent in Illinois and 29 percent in Maryland. Reporting of benefit amounts was evaluated in
Maryland as well. Among reported recipients, benefits were underreported by 18 percent.
Together, this led to a net underreporting rate of 42 percent when the underreporting of
receipt was taken into account.

41 Among those that did not respond to the question, 73.6 percent were imputed correctly, which is higher than the fraction that reported
correctly.

42 Prior to the linkage, the Census Bureau assigned Protected Identification Keys (PIKs) to both the survey and administrative files. For the SNAP
records, PIKs were assigned based on recorded Social Security numbers (SSNs), which had been validated by SSA prior to the authorization of
benefits. For the 2002 through 2004 CPS files, PIKs were assigned based on reported SSNs, which were absent from a substantial minority of
records. For the 2005 CPS and the Supplementary Survey, neither of which requested SSNs from respondents, PIKs were assigned to around 90
percent of the survey records based on name, address, and date of birth. The authors estimated probit models to determine if the assignment
of a PIK was nonrandom, finding that it was not. In each survey, a number of characteristics were related to the probability of being assigned a
PIK. To take account of this in their analysis, the authors weighted each survey household by the inverse of its estimated probability of being
assigned a PIK.
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For the CPS, the false-negative rate was 48 percent in Illinois and 53 percent in
Maryland. The false-positive rate was 1 percent in Illinois and 0.4 percent in Maryland, yielding
net underreporting rates of 40 percent for Illinois and 46 percent for Maryland. Underreporting
of benefit amounts was not assessed for the CPS. Meyer and Goerge suggest that for both
surveys the false-negative and net underreporting rates are probably biased downward by the
way they used the household level in their analysis.

For both surveys, the authors investigated household characteristics associated with
false-negative reporting and false-positive reporting. In the ACS in Illinois, false-negative
reporting was directly associated with income, age of 50 or older, college graduation, and male
gender. False-negative reporting was inversely associated with reported public assistance
receipt, the length of the spell of SNAP receipt, White race, rural residence, and non-citizenship.
In Maryland, false-negative reporting was directly associated with income, age of 50 or older,
high school graduation (but not college), and being disabled and not working. False-negative
reporting was inversely associated with the same characteristics as in Illinois except non-
citizenship.

False-positive reporting in both States was associated with public assistance receipt and
being disabled without working. In Illinois, false-positive reporting was inversely associated
with income, White race, and age of 50 or older.

In the CPS, false-negative reporting was associated with income in Illinois and inversely
associated with reported housing assistance receipt and the length of the spell of SNAP receipt
in both States and with reported public assistance receipt in Illinois. False-positive reporting
was inversely associated with income in both States, with being 50 or older in Illinois, and with
the number of household members younger than age 18 in Maryland. False-positive reporting
was associated with public assistance and housing assistance in Illinois.

Two recent conference presentations provide preliminary results of additional analyses
of SNAP underreporting using administrative data matched to survey data. Parker (2011), for
example, matched 2005 administrative records from Texas, Maryland, and Illinois to 2006 CPS
data (for the 2005 reference period), finding that about 50 percent of SNAP recipients in
administrative data failed to report receipt in CPS data. Of those reporting receipt, however,
the amount of benefits received was reported fairly accurately: self-reported households in the
CPS overreported benefits by $308,000, out of a total reported $2 billion, but that difference
was not statistically significant. The administrative benchmark was $3 billion.

Perez-Lopez and Kim (2011) matched 2004 to 2007 administrative data from Texas to
data for the same time period from the 2004 SIPP panel, finding a 15-percent false-negative
rate and 5-percent false-positive rate for SNAP participation. Their results further suggest that
characteristics associated with higher likelihood of misreporting include being female, having
never married, and having an education level of less than high school.

Kim and Perez-Lopez (2012) followed up this analysis by conducting a similar study of
the 2008 SIPP panel for months May through November linked to Texas SNAP administrative
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data. These results showed a 22-percent false-negative rate, an increase over the 2004 result,
and a 3-percent false-positive rate. Further, among those who reported receiving SNAP in the
SIPP, about one-third (32.6 percent) reported an inaccurate monthly benefit amount by more
than 25 percent. Factors associated with underreporting included being male, having less than
a high school education, being employed, and having never married.

Finally, researchers at the Economic Research Service conducted an exploratory study
linking Texas SNAP records to the NHANES for interview years 2005-2008 (Kirlin, Mirel,
Schroeder, & Wiseman, 2012). Administrative records for persons were linked to the survey
sample persons, but they could not be linked to other household members because these other
persons were not identified sufficiently for linkage purposes. This has implications for the
measurement of reporting accuracy—particularly for overreporting. Their findings indicate
rates of underreporting of SNAP participation of 37 percent unweighted (or 34 percent
weighted) among current participants and 32 percent (weighted and unweighted) among
current or recent participants. Survey overreporting by sample members who were not current
participants according to administrative records but who reported that someone in the
household was participating was 5 percent (or 4 percent weighted). Underreporting was more
common among men, persons born in the United States, non-Hispanic Black and Mexican-
American respondents, and people who recently began receiving benefits. These results should
be interpreted with caution, however, because the estimates are for a single State, and the
NHANES was not designed to produce State-level estimates.

The authors point out that estimates of overreporting may be upwardly biased. If other
people in the household participated in SNAP but the sample person did not, then the
administrative record match will show no SNAP participation. If the sample person reports that
someone in the household participated in SNAP, this will be counted as overreporting.
Likewise, if the sample person participated in SNAP during the previous 12 months but did so
outside of Texas, then any reported participation during the previous 12 months will be
counted as overreporting as well.
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VI. UNDERREPORTING OF OTHER PROGRAMS OVER TIME

Underreporting is not unique to SNAP, and other means-tested programs show
evidence of underreporting as well. Additionally, the SIPP has not been as successful in
maintaining a high reporting rate for all means-tested programs. Because the research on
underreporting in these other programs may be informative about the general causes of
underreporting, one of the objectives of this study was to review the findings on
underreporting in other programs. We reviewed a total of 7 additional programs. Each of
these programs is described briefly below.

 WIC provides the closest parallel to SNAP as a program, and recent estimates of WIC
underreporting in the CPS are similar to those for SNAP. In the SIPP, however, the
reporting of WIC participation has varied between 51 and 66 percent—well below SNAP
levels and with no clear time trend—since 1987, when changes to the questionnaire
eliminated a source of false-positive reports that had contributed to estimates as high as
95 percent in earlier years (Meyer et al., 2009; Ku & Dalrymple, 1987).

 School lunch and school breakfast are conceptually relevant to SNAP, but they present
challenges for evaluating survey estimates. The benefits are free or reduced-price
meals, but who received these meals and how many they received is not collected in the
program data. Because of this and other complexities in measuring school meal
participation, several surveys estimate more than 100 percent of the actual program
participants (Meyer et al., 2009).

 Both AFDC/TANF and SSI have had similar reporting patterns in the CPS as SNAP. The
CPS reporting rate for AFDC/TANF declined from 80 percent in 1987 to 53 percent in
2006 while the CPS reporting rate for SSI declined from 73 percent to 54 percent over
that same period (Meyer et al., 2009).

 UI and WC serve somewhat broader populations than SNAP, but the issues for reporting
are similar, so we included a limited discussion of these programs in our review as well.

 Although Medicaid does not provide a cash or cash equivalent benefit, the quantity of
literature on Medicaid underreporting is larger than that for all the other programs
combined. A recent study matched Medicaid program administrative records to the CPS
in order to measure the magnitude of underreporting, and found that the ASEC
captured 62 to 66 percent of Medicaid enrollment in the calendar years 2000 through
2005 (Research Project to Understand the Medicaid Undercount, 2010).

The study team considered, but excluded, several other programs that provide cash
assistance to low-income populations, including 1) General Assistance, or GA; 2) Social Security
Disability Insurance (SSDI); and 3) the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). GA was excluded since
it is combined with AFDC/TANF in some surveys, so it is difficult to analyze separately.
Typically, surveys that capture SSDI participation do so by first asking if anyone received Social
Security benefits and then, for those who did, asking the type of benefit or why it was received.
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As a form of Social Security, SSDI is so different from SNAP that it was excluded from our
review. The EITC has become the largest source of supplemental income for low-income
families in the United States, but, unlike any of the other programs, the EITC is administered
through the tax system, which means that potential beneficiaries do not have to visit a welfare
office and apply through a caseworker, and they do not receive benefits monthly, but rather in
most cases receive them just once a year as refunds from their tax returns. Consequently, the
issues for reporting are quite different than they are for SNAP. Furthermore, EITC receipt is
measured by only one of the four surveys, SIPP, and not very successfully.43 Nonresponse is
high, and the data are not edited or imputed.44 Consequently, the SIPP data on the EITC are
little used. For these reasons, we also excluded the EITC from our review.

This chapter summarizes what we know about underreporting in other assistance
programs from a small number of key studies. The programs include the former AFDC (which
was replaced by TANF; Section A); SSI (Section B); WIC and the NSLP (Section C); UI and WC
(Section D); and Medicaid (Section E). We also review a small number of studies that examine
the reporting of earnings and property income (Section F).

A. AFDC/TANF

The time series estimates assembled by Meyer et al. (2009) show that when the SIPP
was first implemented, it captured 82 percent of AFDC average monthly participants and 81
percent of total annual benefits (Table VI.1). At the time, the CPS captured about 75 percent of
total annual benefits but was not able to produce estimates of average monthly participation
until a questionnaire revision in 1987. For 2 years, the CPS identified a higher proportion of
participants (by 4 to 5 percentage points) than the SIPP did, but captured about the same
fraction of annual benefits. After 1989, the CPS captured slightly less information than the SIPP
did about both participants and total dollars until 1994, when the CPS began to show a
progressive decline, identifying only 55 percent of participants and 47 percent of total benefits
in 1999. The SIPP capture rate remained around 80 percent for participants and close to that
for total dollars until welfare reform replaced AFDC with TANF. The SIPP capture rate then
declined steadily to lows of 66 percent of participants in 2002 and 54 percent of total benefits
in 2003, but the CPS capture rate was generally lower. TANF reporting rose sharply in the SIPP
between 2003 and 2004, growing from 69 percent to 83 percent for participants and from 54 to
62 percent for total dollars. CPS reporting hit a low for aggregate dollars at 49 percent in 2004
(the authors did not have administrative totals for TANF benefits after 2004) and lows for
average monthly participants at 53 percent in 2006 and 2007. We note that the administrative
data indicate the total annual benefits paid through AFDC/TANF peaked in 1994 at $22.5 billion
but declined to $9.6 billion in 2002 before reversing trend and starting to rise (Meyer et al.,
2009).

43 The CPS uses a tax simulation model to produce a set of tax variables, including EITC participation, but no tax data are collected.

44
Tax data were collected in the wave 4 topical module of the 2004 SIPP panel. Among adults, 80 percent responded to the question asking

whether they filed a tax return for 2004, and of those who answered yes, 73 percent responded to the question asking if they claimed the EITC,
yielding an effective response rate of 59 percent (estimates obtained from DOC, 2009).
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Table VI.1
AFDC/TANF Participants and Annual Benefits

As a Percentage of Administrative Benchmarks, 1984-2007
Total Annual Benefits

Average Monthly TANF
Participation AFDC/TANF w/ GA

Year CPS SIPP CPS SIPP ACS
1,2

ACS
1,2

1984 82.3 74.6 81.4

1985 78.7 75.3 78.0

1986 74.8 78.4 74.3

1987 80.5 76.4 71.8 73.0

1988 79.5 74.9 71.6 68.8

1989 74.5 76.7 69.6 70.7

1990 77.3 79.5 71.2 76.4

1991 76.3 76.7 71.4 74.3

1992 72.1 74.4 67.8 71.9

1993 74.4 80.6 74.9 81.5

1994 68.9 79.1 71.8 79.3

1995 65.5 82.7 69.4 85.3

1996 67.0 79.5 66.8 77.0

1997 61.1 80.6 59.1 75.7

1998 60.0 78.1 54.6 67.9

1999 55.0 73.3 46.8 59.4

2000 58.2 75.2 52.8 62.2 69.4 51.4

2001 56.1 72.6 49.3 58.6 76.8 56.7

2002 53.4 65.5 51.4 56.2 83.0 60.1

2003 64.0 69.3 53.8 54.0 88.6 57.7

2004 56.7 82.8 48.7 62.2 83.0 49.4

2005 63.0 80.9

2006 52.7

2007 52.7
1 The ACS survey estimate (which spans 2 calendar years) is compared to the average of the current and
previous year's administrative benchmarks.
2 The ACS question asks about public assistance broadly rather than just TANF. The second set of estimates
includes GA in the benchmarks.
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), tables 2 and 11.

The ACS combines TANF with other forms of public assistance under a single question
that asks just about income, not participation. Comparing the ACS estimate of public assistance
dollars with just TANF benefits overstates the ACS’s effectiveness. Meyer et al. (2009) add the
benefits paid under GA—the largest other source of public assistance—to those paid under
TANF to derive a more appropriate benchmark.45 In 2005, the ACS captured just 49 percent of
the combined benefits, which is comparable to the CPS capture of TANF benefits alone.

45 The CPS also asks about both TANF/AFDC and other such assistance in a single question that references “cash assistance from a State or
county welfare program” and lists applicable program names for each State. Respondents are later asked to identify the programs. The public
use database codes TANF/AFDC, other, and both. Meyer et al. (2009) counted participation and benefits as TANF/AFDC only when this was the
sole source.
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Using data from the first year of the SIPP, Vaughan (1993) investigated the possibility
that part of SIPP’s underestimates of AFDC receipt and benefits might be due to the
misreporting of AFDC as some other type of public assistance. Vaughan identified persons who
met the AFDC single-parent test but reported receipt of unspecified public assistance or other
cash welfare. Adding these to the persons reported to be receiving AFDC raised the reporting
rate for AFDC recipiency relative to independent estimates from 83.4 percent for all of 1984 to
94.2 percent, and it raised the reporting rate for AFDC benefits from 82.5 percent to 90.5
percent.

Lynch et al. (2008) examined the underreporting of cash public assistance using
administrative records from Maryland matched to survey records from the Census Bureau’s
2001 Supplementary Survey. In the aggregate, the survey estimate of 30,979 households
receiving public assistance during the reference period (essentially calendar years 2000 and
2001) was 49.2 percent of an estimate of 62,960 households constructed from administrative
records from four Maryland programs. The false-negative reporting rate was estimated at 51.2
percent. An analysis of reasons for false-negative reporting was based on just 95 households,
52 of which reported no to the public assistance question. The small sample underscores one
of the limitations of these match studies. The authors noted that the majority of TANF
households in the sample had employment income during the reference period. They found
the following five characteristics to be significantly related to the likelihood of failing to report
public assistance receipt:

 Someone (age 15 or older) in the survey household was not in TANF

 The respondent was not one of the household members in TANF

 No adult in the survey household was in TANF

 No one in the survey household was in TANF during the month of the survey

 Someone in the survey household had income from employment during the reference
period

In addition, there was no evidence that confusion about the income questions
contributed to false-negative reporting, as no one in the sample skipped the income questions.

B. SSI

Using SSA records linked to SIPP and CPS data, Koenig (2003) found evidence of
respondents misreporting receipt of SSI as Social Security benefits. There was little or no
misreporting in the reverse direction, so the net effect was to boost reported receipt of Social
Security benefits at the expense of SSI. The CPS correctly identified 95 percent of Social
Security beneficiaries in the matched sample but only 69 percent of SSI beneficiaries. For the
SIPP, these figures were 99 and 93 percent, respectively.



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 56

The estimates prepared by Meyer et al. (2009) show that from 1984 through the end of
the decade, the SIPP captured at least 90 percent of SSI participation and nearly the same
fraction of total benefits (Table VI.2).

In the first half of the 1990s, SIPP estimates of SSI participants declined slightly relative
to administrative totals while SIPP estimates of benefit dollars dropped more than 10
percentage points in comparison to administrative totals. With the redesign of the SIPP in
1996, however, the survey’s estimates of SSI participation rose past 100 percent and have
remained around 100 percent or higher ever since. SIPP estimates of benefit dollars rose to
100 percent of the administrative totals by 2000 and have continued to rise. In the meantime,
the CPS estimates of SSI participants as a fraction of the administrative totals began to decline
around 1990, when the CPS captured about 75 percent. By 2007, the CPS was capturing less
than 54 percent of the average monthly participation. CPS estimates of SSI benefits fared
better, ranging from 71 to 79 percent (except for a couple of outliers) since 1985, with no clear
trend. This pattern in the CPS’s capture of SSI benefits is difficult to reconcile with the 25-
percentage-point decline in the capture of average monthly participation over this same period,
but the ACS resembles the CPS in capturing a much higher fraction of total SSI benefits (80 to 90
percent) than participants (54 to 61 percent).
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Table VI.2
SSI Participants and Annual Benefits

As a Percentage of Administrative Benchmarks, 1984-2007
Average Monthly

Participation Total Annual Benefits

Year CPS SIPP ACS
1

CPS SIPP ACS
1

1984 80.2 91.0 85.0 92.7

1985 77.6 90.4 83.8 91.0

1986 75.4 90.3 77.9 89.3

1987 72.7 90.3 76.7 89.6

1988 76.1 92.7 77.8 91.7

1989 78.1 92.6 78.3 87.3

1990 75.3 85.7 75.8 80.9

1991 76.7 87.2 78.7 80.5

1992 74.7 88.3 69.9 76.9

1993 73.6 87.2 76.1 77.6

1994 67.0 86.2 71.1 79.5

1995 65.9 85.2 71.5 81.5

1996 65.8 94.4 77.6 93.4

1997 60.9 101.7 78.6 99.2

1998 62.8 102.2 74.2 96.9

1999 62.6 100.9 73.1 96.4

2000 57.9 99.7 55.3 71.2 99.8 80.4

2001 61.2 98.5 54.6 77.0 99.6 79.7

2002 57.5 103.0 53.7 74.7 101.3 79.1

2003 61.9 104.1 57.5 77.5 103.0 81.6

2004 61.7 99.0 55.1 81.7 106.4 80.2

2005 57.5 101.8 56.2 78.4 108.5 83.7

2006 54.1 60.6 76.9 90.0

2007 53.7 75.9
1 The ACS survey estimate (which spans 2 calendar years) is compared to the
average of the current and previous year's administrative benchmarks.
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), tables 7 and 15.

The estimates in excess of 100 percent, which developed during the 1996 panel, may be
due to respondents misreporting Social Security—most likely disability benefits rather than old
age benefits—as SSI. Koenig (2003) did not observe misreports in this direction, but because of
the relative sizes of SSI and Social Security, misreports by a small fraction of Social Security
beneficiaries would have a substantial upward impact on the reporting rate for SSI.
Researchers at SSA have not repeated Koenig’s study with more recent data.

C. WIC AND NSLP

WIC. WIC provides the closest parallel to SNAP as a program, and recent estimates of
WIC reporting in the CPS—which started in 2000—are only slightly higher than they are for
SNAP, having dropped below 60 percent for the first time in 2007 (Table VI.3). In the SIPP, the
reporting of WIC participation has varied between 51 and 66 percent—well below that for
SNAP and with no clear time trend—since 1987. Reporting rates were much higher in 1984 and
1985, but this was deceptive. Prior to the 1986 panel, the SIPP identified WIC participation only
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at the household level. To estimate the number of participants for comparison with
administrative totals, the Census Bureau assigned participation status to household members
who were potentially eligible based on their demographic characteristics—that is, children
younger than age 5 or women of childbearing age. Estimated in this way, the total number of
participants in April 1984 as estimated by the SIPP was 96 percent of the program
administrative total, but there were far too many women and too few children (Ku &
Dalrymple, 1987). With the introduction of questions in the 1986 panel to identify individual
participants, the estimated SIPP reporting rates declined by 20 to 30 percentage points.46

Clearly, too few WIC households are being identified and perhaps too few participants within
those households.

46 While the new questions were introduced into the 1986 panel, the estimates in Table II.4 for 1986 and 1987 include data from earlier panels.
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Table VI.3
WIC and NSLP Participants

As a Percentage of Administrative Benchmarks, 1984-2007
Average Monthly

Participation in NSLP

Average Monthly CPS SIPP SIPP SIPP

Participation in
WIC

(Free or
Reduced- (Reduced-

(Free or
Reduced-

Year CPS SIPP Price) (Free) Price) Price)

1984 93.2 52.7 94.9 152.8 102.5

1985 85.8 55.0 96.2 161.0 105.2

1986 73.1 55.0 101.0 174.4 111.2

1987 66.0 54.4 105.5 164.5 113.7

1988 58.6 51.6 107.5 160.9 115.0

1989 55.5 55.3 103.2 152.0 110.2

1990 59.2 55.0 103.1 134.3 107.7

1991 62.9 58.3 105.7 146.1 114.4

1992 63.0 57.1 106.7 153.7 112.9

1993 64.6 62.4 110.8 153.9 116.4

1994 60.4 64.0 112.4 155.8 118.0

1995 58.6 65.2 117.7 153.9 122.5

1996 56.1 64.2 108.0 134.5 111.6

1997 52.7 56.4 104.8 136.6 109.3

1998 51.4 60.8 104.5 135.2 109.1

1999 51.4 53.0 104.9 135.8 109.7

2000 63.7 50.6 51.4 112.6 120.8 113.9

2001 65.3 56.1 51.6 112.0 126.6 114.4

2002 64.7 56.9 55.4 111.9 125.1 114.0

2003 66.1 53.8 53.5 106.9 125.2 109.9

2004 64.1 56.1 50.5 110.1 138.5 114.8

2005 60.1 58.2 48.4 108.3 133.9 112.5

2006 60.9 46.6

2007 57.8
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), tables 16 and 17.

To assess the implications of WIC underreporting, Bitler et al. (2003) compared the
characteristics of reported WIC participants in the CPS and SIPP for 1997 through 2000 with
those of actual WIC participants as determined from FNS’s biennial survey of State program
directors and reported in WIC Participants and Program Characteristics.47 They found that in
the CPS, which does not identify individual WIC participants within WIC households, women
accounted for twice the fraction of participants than they did in the program data or in the
SIPP—similar to what was observed in the SIPP before the 1986 questionnaire change. The
racial and ethnic composition of participants in the CPS lined up closely with the program data,
however, whereas the SIPP participant composition included too many Whites and too few

47 Experimental questions measuring WIC participation were added to the March CPS in 1998 and used by Bitler et al. (2003), but WIC data
were not released on CPS public use files until the 2001 survey, where the time series produced by Meyer et al. (2009) begins.
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Hispanics. Income was higher in both surveys than in the program data, with 13 percent of CPS
WIC participants and 23 percent of SIPP WIC participants having family incomes more than 185
percent of the Federal poverty level compared to only 6 percent in the program administrative
data. The income findings are consistent with what has been observed repeatedly with SNAP
and may have several causes. Two causes relate to how income is measured to determine
program eligibility. First, if income fluctuates, women will qualify for WIC when their incomes
are low, and that is what the program data will reflect, whereas the surveys will reflect the
volatility of income over the calendar year.

Bitler et al. (2003) concluded that, given the large random element to WIC
underreporting, the low reporting rate for WIC in these surveys should not cast doubt on the
usefulness of the data for assessing the determinants of WIC eligibility and participation. They
also speculated about the reasons for the SIPP’s lower reporting rate for WIC versus SNAP and
TANF, noting that male survey respondents were less likely than female respondents to report a
WIC recipient in the household, other things being equal.

Survey undercoverage could be a factor in the SIPP’s weaker estimates of WIC than
SNAP participation. New mothers are underrepresented in the SIPP—largely because they are
more likely to attrite than mothers of older children—and this would directly affect estimates
of WIC participation (see Castner, Mabli, & Sykes, 2009). Another possible factor is that
participants in WIC tend to be covered by Medicaid as well, and they or, more likely, a proxy
respondent, may believe that the WIC benefits are provided by Medicaid.

NSLP. The school lunch and school breakfast programs are conceptually relevant to
SNAP underreporting as well, but they present challenges for evaluating survey estimates due
to limitations in the administrative data that school districts compile. At the beginning of the
school year, students whose families participate in SNAP, TANF, or the Food Distribution
Program on Indian Reservations or submit applications showing family incomes below specified
levels are certified to receive either free or reduced-price meals. School districts report counts
of children certified at the start of the school year, but families can apply or reapply for
certification at any time during the school year. The benefits provided by the school lunch and
school breakfast programs are free or reduced-price meals, and school districts report the
average daily number of meals served each month by type: free, reduced price, or full price.
Not every student who is certified to receive free or reduced-price meals receives such a meal
every school day, and there is a substantial decline in meal receipt between middle school and
high school. Surveys that include questions on participation in these programs generally ask
whether any child received a free or reduced-price meal during the reference period, and they
may ask which children received which type of meal, but they do not ask how many meals each
child received. Because of difficulties in aligning the survey concepts with the types of counts
available from program statistics, survey estimates can exceed or fall well below administrative
totals, depending on the choice of administrative data and how the survey estimates are
constructed. Nevertheless, as the only other nutrition programs besides SNAP and WIC that are
routinely measured in the major household surveys, the school lunch and school breakfast
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programs are important to include in a review of survey reporting of SNAP and other means-
tested programs.

The CPS collects data on the number of children in the household who received free or
reduced-price lunches at school because they qualified for the Federal school lunch program,
but the survey does not ascertain the number of months that children in the household
participated in the program or separate the responses by school year (the survey reference
period—the prior calendar year—includes parts of 2 school years). To estimate average
monthly participation, one must make assumptions about the average monthly meals received
per child. CPS estimates of average monthly participation in the NSLP grew from 53 percent of
the average monthly meals served in 1984 to 65 percent in 1995 but declined thereafter, falling
to 47 percent by 2006 (Table VI.3).

The SIPP supports separate estimates of free and reduced-price meal recipients. Each
recipient is identified individually, and the data are collected once each wave. Except for 1984
and 1985, the SIPP estimates of free-meal recipients were above 100 percent of the average
monthly number of free meals served while the SIPP estimates of reduced-price meal recipients
started at 153 percent of the average monthly number of reduced-price meals served in 1984
and rose as high as 174 percent in 1986 before declining. The ratio was 134 percent in 2005.
The SIPP estimates in the table assume that all age-eligible children in a participating household
received the indicated type of lunch (free, reduced price, or neither).

The SIPP comparisons illustrate the difficulties inherent in trying to measure the
completeness of reporting of NSLP participation given the limitations of the program data. At
best, it may be safe to conclude that the reporting of receipt of free meals is high and has
remained stable since very early in the life of the SIPP. We cannot rule out that there is
underreporting in the SIPP, as the average daily number of free meals served is necessarily
smaller than the number of children who received such meals and may in fact be quite a bit
smaller. This implies that the much lower reporting rates in the CPS may be overstated as well.

D. UI AND WC

UI. UI provides weekly benefits for a limited time to persons who have lost their jobs
involuntarily after having accumulated sufficient quarters of covered employment. The CPS
started collecting data on unemployment benefits as a distinct source in 1988, so the first year
of data is 1987. In most years, the CPS has captured between 75 and 86 percent of the total UI
benefits recorded in program statistics (Table VI.4).
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Table VI.4
UI and WC Annual Benefits

As a Percentage of Administrative Benchmarks, 1984-2007
Total Annual Total Annual

Benefits for UI Benefits for WC

Year CPS SIPP CPS SIPP

1984 77.6 41.4

1985 81.2 39.6

1986 81.6 35.9

1987 76.7 82.1 48.1 42.0

1988 75.9 78.5 55.9 36.7

1989 76.2 75.2 61.4 41.1

1990 82.4 82.8 56.4 42.0

1991 85.1 86.7 56.8 39.3

1992 74.6 82.9 52.5 38.4

1993 79.8 87.6 55.0 39.7

1994 94.2 83.6 51.6 37.2

1995 94.5 80.8 46.3 33.3

1996 86.2 69.7 40.7 47.4

1997 86.3 63.6 50.5 44.6

1998 86.5 57.3 43.7 42.0

1999 76.8 63.1 44.9 44.5

2000 75.3 76.6 48.4 36.6

2001 80.6 64.2 44.2 35.9

2002 74.2 56.6 46.1 38.8

2003 73.6 61.9 47.8 38.5

2004 74.8 75.8 46.0 33.2

2005 71.7 87.0 52.4 39.5

2006 69.1 52.7

2007 67.9
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), tables 8 and 9.

Both 1994 and 1995 appear to be aberrations, with total CPS benefits equaling 94
percent of the administrative total. Since 2001, the aggregate benefits reported in the CPS
have been below 75 percent of the administrative totals, and since 2004 this fraction has hit all-
time lows in successive years, falling to 68 percent in 2007.

Over its first 12 years, SIPP estimates of total annual UI benefits were in the same range
as the CPS, but with the introduction of the new design in 1996, the aggregate UI benefits
reported in the SIPP dropped below 70 percent of the administrative totals and remained
below that figure in all but 1 year until 2004. At its lowest, the SIPP captured less than 57
percent of the aggregate benefits reported in program statistics, but with the introduction of a
new panel in 2004, the SIPP aggregate UI benefits capture rate rose to 76 percent of the
administrative total the first year and 87 percent in the second year.

WC. WC pays benefits to workers who were injured on the job. The CPS began to
separately identify WC benefits in 1988 for the 1987 reference year. At the time, aggregate WC
benefits were more than 50 percent greater than aggregate UI benefits, which vary with the
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business cycle, yet the CPS initially captured less than half of total WC benefits (Meyer et al.,
2009). This rose to 61 percent in 1989, but except for that year, the CPS has captured between
45 and 55 percent of aggregate WC benefits. The SIPP has consistently fared worse, capturing
between 33 and 45 percent of total benefits in all but 1 year, 1996, when it reached 47 percent.

That both surveys should capture so much less data for WC benefits than UI benefits
suggests that respondents may know WC by another name in many States. The inclusion of
lump sum benefits in the administrative benchmarks may also contribute to the weak
performance of the surveys. Both the CPS and SIPP attempt to exclude lump sum benefits from
reported amounts. Coder and Scoon-Rogers (1996) removed lump sums from the benchmarks.
While their estimate for SIPP in 1984, 48.2 percent, was only somewhat higher than the
estimate in Table III.5, their estimates for both surveys in 1990 (94.5 percent for the CPS and
86.3 percent for the SIPP) were substantially higher than those reported in the table.

E. MEDICAID

The underreporting of Medicaid enrollment in the CPS—discussed in the literature as
“the Medicaid undercount”—has been recognized for as long as the CPS has measured
Medicaid participation, and its implications for CPS estimates of the size of the uninsured
population have been hotly debated. There are two issues raised by attempts to measure the
undercount and to correct for its effects on survey estimates. The first is whether it is more
appropriate to compare CPS estimates of Medicaid enrollment to counts of persons who were
ever enrolled in Medicaid during a calendar year, or to counts of persons enrolled at the time of
the survey—a substantially smaller number. The second issue is what fraction of the people
who failed to report their Medicaid coverage were actually uninsured at the time. In other
words, if a correction is applied to the CPS to adjust the survey data for underreporting of
Medicaid enrollment, how large should the correction be, and how much of it should be applied
to persons who reported other health insurance coverage versus those who reported no
coverage.

Neither issue has been resolved. It is difficult to establish the correct reference period
for gaining accurate reports of Medicaid enrollment. The CPS questions on health insurance
coverage ask if household members were ever covered by each of several different types of
health insurance during the previous calendar year. By implication, then, persons who were
not covered must have been uninsured for the entire year. But CPS estimates of the uninsured
compare more closely to other surveys’ estimates of persons uninsured at a point in time—that
is, at the time of the survey or in a single month. This has led many health researchers to
interpret the CPS estimate of the uninsured as a point-in-time estimate, which implies that
respondents who reported on their household members’ health insurance coverage in the
previous calendar year were actually responding about coverage at the time of the survey.
Alternatively, it is possible that respondents understated coverage to such an extent that it
merely resembles coverage at a point in time. This issue does not apply to SNAP or TANF,



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 64

because the CPS estimates use reported months of participation to construct average monthly
participation, which is itself a point-in-time measure.48

To better understand the Medicaid undercount in the CPS and its implications for
estimating the size of the uninsured population, several Federal agencies and a university-
based research center conducted a study linking multiple years of Medicaid administrative
records to multiple CPS files and to two other surveys (Research Project to Understand the
Medicaid Undercount, 2010). The first part of the project was devoted to constructing an
unduplicated file of Medicaid enrollees from the files submitted to CMS by the States. By
linking the unduplicated administrative records to CPS files, the researchers could estimate the
number of people who were enrolled in Medicaid during the prior calendar year but did not
report it, the number of people who were not enrolled in Medicaid during the prior calendar
year but reported that they were enrolled, and the fraction of each who reported having other
health insurance coverage.

Analysis of the linked data showed that over the calendar years 2000 through 2005, the
CPS undercounted Medicaid enrollment by 34 to 38 percent (Research Project to Understand
the Medicaid Undercount, 2010). When adjusted for differences in universe and concepts of
Medicaid coverage, the estimated undercount dropped to between 31 and 32 percent in all
years but one (where it remained at 38 percent). In all years, the number incorrectly classified
as not enrolled was about three-quarters as large as the number correctly classified as enrolled,
which implies a gross undercount of around 43 percent. About three-quarters of these errors
were due to respondent error rather than imputation. On average, the number of persons
incorrectly classified as enrolled was about 40 percent as large as the number incorrectly
classified as not enrolled, but most of these false-positive errors were due to imputation and
editing rather than respondents misreporting their status. The likelihood that an actual
enrollee was misreported as not enrolled increased with family income relative to poverty and
declined with the number of days of enrollment during the reference year. Errors were also
less common among persons enrolled during the survey year and among those who received
medical services from Medicaid during the reference year.

The study suggests that most of the Medicaid undercount was due to respondents
failing to report their coverage, and it also shows that the gross understatement of Medicaid
coverage was actually greater than the estimated undercount (because of false-positive reports
that partially offset the false negatives). The study also provided estimates of other insurance
coverage reported by persons whose Medicaid coverage was not reported, which provided
some insight into the implications of the Medicaid undercount for estimates of the number of
uninsured persons. However, persons with coverage from sources other than Medicaid could
also have misreported their coverage, so the full picture was incomplete. In addition, critics
pointed to the study’s finding of wide variation in the size of the undercount by the State as

48 The CPS collects the number of months of Medicaid enrollment, so it would be possible to construct average monthly participation for
Medicaid in the same way that it is done for these other programs. However, CPS users who interpret reported Medicaid enrollment as point-
in-time would interpret the reported months of participation in the prior year as applying to persons who were enrolled at the time of the
survey.
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evidence that the quality of the administrative records was an issue. One possible explanation,
they suggested, was that persons who were no longer enrolled in Medicaid may have been
retained on the rolls in some States, thereby increasing the size of the estimated undercount.
Evidence of such a problem had been uncovered in Maryland.

While the Medicaid undercount study did not resolve all such issues, it provides
important findings that advanced our understanding of reporting issues in the measurement of
health insurance coverage. The issue of Medicaid data quality is an important and challenging
one that extends to varying degrees to other State and Federal administrative record systems.

F. EARNINGS AND PROPERTY INCOME

While this review focuses on survey reporting of program participation, the
measurement of other sources of income—specifically, earnings and property income—
introduce related measurement issues. Significant shortcomings in the income data have been
recognized for some time. The collection of income data in the CPS dates back to the 1940s.
Over the years, the amount of information collected on sources of income has expanded
considerably, and the sophistication of the survey data processing has grown as well (Vaughan,
1993). In 1983, the CPS captured 90 percent of an independent estimate of total income as
defined in the survey, but failed to account for about 20 percent of transfer income and about
55 percent of property income (Vaughan, 1993). In addition, about 20 percent of aggregate
income in 1983 was imputed due to nonresponse to either the entire March supplement or
individual income items. Since that time, the fraction of total CPS income that is imputed has
grown to more than 30 percent (Czajka & Denmead, 2008; Turek et al., 2009).

Table VI.5, drawn from Roemer (2002), shows how CPS estimates of earnings, property
income, transfers, and pensions in 1990 through 1996 compare to independent benchmarks
constructed from National Income and Product Accounts (NIPA) data. Table III.7 provides the
same for the SIPP.
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Table VI.5
Survey Income as a Percentage of Independent (NIPA) Benchmarks: CPS, 1990-1996

Survey Reference Year

Income Source 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Total Income 89.3 89.4 88.0 91.7 92.9 92.2 92.6

Earnings 93.0 93.0 91.3 94.8 96.4 95.1 96.1

Wages and salaries 95.9 96.4 95.6 99.7 101.9 101.4 101.9

Self-employment 68.5 65.3 58.6 58.9 54.8 48.5 52.6

Property Income 62.8 63.6 63.2 69.8 65.7 72.9 70.0

Interest 67.1 68.3 67.6 79.7 72.3 83.9 83.8

Dividends 40.9 45.7 49.2 54.3 54.6 62.6 59.4

Rent and royalties 85.0 74.1 69.8 65.2 64.8 58.7 58.6

Transfers 87.6 86.8 83.6 85.6 89.5 89.2 88.3

Social Security and Railroad Retirement 90.6 88.6 87.1 87.8 92.3 92.0 91.7

SSI 78.9 84.6 75.5 84.2 78.0 77.1 84.2

Family Assistance 74.4 74.4 72.2 76.4 73.1 70.5 67.7

Other cash welfare 85.6 77.5 81.6 101.3 105.2 95.8 80.5

Unemployment Compensation 79.9 82.5 72.8 77.6 90.0 91.3 81.6

Worker's Compensation 89.5 89.1 82.5 77.0 77.7 69.3 62.7

Veterans' payments 73.9 82.9 77.7 85.5 84.7 94.9 89.6

Pensions 88.9 85.5 83.1 83.6 83.1 78.2 76.6

Private pensions 98.3 96.3 96.4 98.8 102.7 93.9 93.1

Federal employee pensions 82.7 82.6 84.5 82.7 80.9 77.9 80.8

Military retirement 85.6 84.6 74.3 71.7 76.4 70.6 58.2

State and local employee pensions 78.7 68.5 64.2 66.7 59.6 59.0 57.3
Note: Survey estimates are based on the Census Bureau's internal data, without top-coding; however, there are limits on the
amount of income that can be reported, which vary by source.
Source: Roemer (2002), table 2b; data from the 1991 through 1997 March supplements to the CPS.

Between 1990 and 1996, the CPS estimate of total income grew from 89.3 percent of
the benchmark total to more than 92 percent. Estimated earnings compared most closely to
the benchmark, ranging from 93.0 percent to more than 96 percent. The CPS did substantially
better for the wages and salaries component of earnings than for self-employment. By 1994,
the CPS actually overestimated wage and salary income by 2 percent, whereas self-employment
income was only about half of the benchmark after 1993. For property income, the CPS
estimates grew from 62.8 percent of the benchmark in 1990 to 72.9 percent in 1995, then fell
slightly to 70 percent. The CPS more accurately estimated transfer income than property
income, but CPS-estimated Social Security income accounts for most of the strong performance
in this category. Lastly, estimated pension income compared to that for transfer income overall
in 1990 and was not far below earnings, but as a fraction of the benchmark, estimated pension
income declined from 88.9 percent to 76.6 percent between 1990 and 1996. Estimated
pension income from military retirement and State and local employee pensions dropped
below 60 percent of the benchmark, while estimated private pension was comparable to
estimated wage and salary income for much of the period.
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The SIPP started out with property income and pension data that was fairly similar to
that for the CPS (Table VI.6). Property income estimates declined in the SIPP while improving in
the CPS, but pension income estimates held steady while it declined in the CPS. Wage and
salary estimates in the SIPP were consistently below those reported in the CPS, but estimated
self-employment was consistently higher, although it declined substantially over time.

Table VI.6
Survey Income as a Percentage of Independent (NIPA) Benchmarks: SIPP, 1990-1996

Survey Reference Year

Income Source 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Total Income 87.1 87.9 84.9 86.9 84.8 84.8 85.7

Earnings 89.6 90.9 86.9 87.4 86.4 86.7 88.4

Wages and salaries 90.1 90.5 88.1 89.0 88.5 88.3 91.0

Self-employment 85.1 94.6 77.7 76.2 70.5 75.0 69.1

Property Income 65.3 60.2 60.5 77.0 60.1 58.9 56.6

Interest 56.7 56.6 56.5 62.1 51.3 51.3 50.2

Dividends 65.8 53.3 50.5 95.9 62.5 65.8 51.0

Rent and royalties 113.1 90.7 90.8 91.2 81.0 69.2 82.0

Transfers 92.0 90.5 89.0 89.4 87.8 87.0 86.3

Social Security and Railroad Retirement 97.1 95.0 93.6 92.7 90.8 90.9 87.9

SSI 83.1 88.6 84.9 82.9 86.0 86.2 101.4

Family Assistance 75.6 76.4 69.9 89.1 87.3 85.8 76.3

Other cash welfare 81.9 100.9 81.3 96.6 79.2 95.9 114.0

Unemployment Compensation 77.5 83.5 82.4 86.3 84.3 75.7 69.4

Worker's Compensation 67.8 61.5 68.6 59.2 57.8 51.2 71.7

Veterans' payments 83.1 78.8 79.5 77.5 75.6 72.7 72.9

Pensions 84.6 87.9 84.9 86.9 84.8 84.8 85.7

Private pensions 91.8 85.7 86.7 96.9 103.8 99.5 98.1

Federal employee pensions 75.9 89.8 84.6 86.3 89.0 88.5 75.6

Military retirement 87.4 92.0 83.4 87.3 87.1 85.4 101.6

State and local employee pensions 76.8 84.2 80.1 76.6 77.0 74.3 67.8
Note: Survey estimates are based on the Census Bureau's internal data, without topcoding; however, there are limits on the amount of income
that can be reported, which vary by source.
Source: Roemer (2002), table 3b; data from the 1990, 1991, 1993, and 1996 SIPP panels.

For many sources of income, significant underreporting is common. The reasons very
likely differ between income sources (such as SNAP and dividends), but there may be
similarities as well. The need for improvement is strong across many sources.

For earnings and especially property income, aggregate comparisons with
administrative data are influenced by coverage and reporting in the upper tail of the income
distribution. It is difficult to assess both coverage and reporting at very high income levels. Tax
data represent our best source of administrative data on the upper tail of the income
distribution because they provide a measure of total income for couples and unmarried (or
separately filing) individuals. There are conceptual differences between tax return income and
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CPS money income, the most important of which is that tax return income includes capital gains
whereas CPS money income does not. With micro data, however, capital gains can be excluded
and other adjustments made to render the tax data more directly comparable to the CPS
income concept.

With the CPS, it is not possible to measure nonresponse in the upper tail of the income
distribution directly because the true incomes of nonresponding households cannot be
estimated accurately. However, the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), which is conducted by
the Federal Reserve Board, uses a dual sample frame that includes a list frame of high-income
households drawn from tax records. For the list frame, response rates can be calculated by
income level because tax return data are available for all of the units selected into the sample.

Several studies have used links between survey and administrative data to evaluate the
reporting of wage and salary earnings, which represent the single largest source of income
across broad groupings of family income relative to poverty (Czajka & Denmead, 2008).
Roemer (2002) linked the DER from SSA to both the CPS and SIPP. Abowd and Stinson (2007)
linked the DER to the SIPP. Both studies provide insights beyond what the benchmark
comparisons do.
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VII. CURRENT ESTIMATES OF SNAP UNDERREPORTING

As seen in Chapter V, the most recent estimates of underreporting of SNAP stem from
the mid-2000s. A major objective of this study was to update estimates of SNAP
underreporting by conducting an analysis of extant data from the most recent years available
from four Federal surveys. This chapter presents the results of this analysis. Section A presents
findings from 2010 and 2011 for three surveys: the SIPP, CPS, and ACS. Section B presents
findings from 2007 and 2008 for the NHANES and CPS. Note that since the most current
NHANES data on SNAP participation were for the 2007-2008 time period, NHANES estimates
are compared to CPS estimates for that same time period. Tabular results for these analyses
are listed in Appendix C.

A. ESTIMATES OF SNAP UNDERREPORTING IN SIPP, CPS, AND ACS:
2009-2010

This section describes results on the magnitude of underreporting for SNAP
participation (Section 1) and benefits (Section 2) for 2009 and 2010 based on the SIPP, CPS, and
ACS as compared to SNAP Program Operations data. Estimates were obtained by comparing
SNAP administrative totals for the 50 States (and DC) to the survey estimates.

As discussed previously, a household participating in SNAP may contain more than one
SNAP unit. Program Operations data provide estimates of SNAP units but not SNAP
households. Of the four surveys that we included in our analysis, only the SIPP identifies SNAP
units within SNAP households. Recent SIPP estimates suggest that the number of SNAP units is
8 to 9 percent greater than the number of SNAP households.49 When we compare survey
estimates (e.g., from the CPS, ACS, and NHANES) of SNAP households to the Program
Operations data, it is important to recognize that the survey estimates would understate the
number of SNAP units by this same 8 to 9 percent even if they correctly identified all SNAP
households. By identifying SNAP units, the SIPP gains an additional comparative advantage
over the other surveys on top of its superior performance in identifying SNAP households.

1. Average Monthly SNAP Participation

SNAP Households. In 2009 and 2010, the SIPP continued to have the highest coverage
of SNAP households (Figure VII.1). In 2010, the SIPP’s estimate of the average monthly number
of SNAP households stood at 71.3 percent of the Program Operations estimate of average
monthly SNAP units (down slightly from 75.1 percent the previous year). SIPP’s estimate of
SNAP units in 2010 was 77.8 percent of the administrative total (down from 80.9 percent the
previous year). Meyer et al. (2009), with their final year of data from the SIPP, estimated an
average monthly SNAP household total that was 82.9 percent of the average monthly number
of SNAP units in 2005.

49 Survey and administrative estimates of SNAP units and SNAP households are presented in Appendix C.
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Comparatively, the CPS estimate of SNAP households in 2010 was 56.5 percent of the
number of SNAP units in 2010 (down slightly from 58.1 percent the previous year). The final
CPS estimate reported by Meyer et al. (2009), for 2006, was 53.0 percent of the number of
SNAP units, implying some improvement in the next few years.

The estimated coverage rate for the ACS, using the indirect methodology described
earlier, was slightly higher than that of the CPS but below that for the SIPP, at 65.7 percent, an
estimate which covers the 2-year period (2009-2010). Note that Meyer et al. (2009) did not
compute average monthly participation estimates for ACS.

Individuals participating in SNAP. The SIPP is the only one of the three surveys that can
identify which individuals within the households are participating in SNAP. In 2010, the SIPP
captured 91.8 percent of the individuals receiving SNAP benefits, and 92.8 percent of such
individuals in 2009 (Figure VII.2). The coverage of individual SNAP participants is higher than
that for SNAP units (77.8 percent in 2010 and 80.9 percent in 2009). Possible explanations for
this discrepancy are that the SIPP is assigning too many people to its SNAP units,
disproportionately identifying larger units, or combining separate SNAP units.
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Individuals residing in SNAP households. Three of the four surveys included in our
analysis do not identify which individuals within the household are covered by the SNAP
benefits. Not all individuals in a SNAP household are covered by the benefits, as some
household (and even family) members may be ineligible. Counting all household members as
SNAP participants tends to overstate the number of individuals covered by SNAP. Because of
this, SIPP estimates showed an overcoverage rate for average monthly individuals in SNAP
households of 107.6 percent in 2010 (109.5 percent in 2009; Figure VII.3). In contrast, CPS
estimates showed a coverage rate of 81.1 percent in 2010 (82.7 percent in 2009). The 26.5-
percentage-point difference between CPS and SIPP coverage of individuals in SNAP households
is larger than the corresponding difference between the two surveys with respect to the
coverage of households (14.8 percent), implying that the SNAP households in the SIPP were
larger than the SNAP households in the CPS. Likewise, the ACS had better coverage of SNAP
households than the CPS, and the SNAP households in the ACS also tended to be larger in size
than those in the CPS, which magnifies the difference in estimated coverage rates for
individuals in the two surveys. The ACS estimate, which is indirect, is 101.9 percent.
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2. SNAP Benefits

Aggregate Annual SNAP Benefits. The underreporting of SNAP benefits follows a
similar pattern, with the SIPP showing higher coverage than the CPS (Figure VII.4). In 2010, the
SIPP covered 78.2 percent of the annual SNAP benefits received, while the CPS covered 56.5
percent.50 Note that Meyer et al. (2009) estimated similar percentages (76.4 for the SIPP in
2005 and 53.9 for the CPS in 2006).

50 Since 2008, the ACS has not asked about the amount of the SNAP benefit received.
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Average Monthly Per-Person SNAP Benefits. An estimate of the average monthly per-
person benefit can be derived from the estimates of aggregate annual benefits and average
monthly participation of individuals (Figure VII.5). The SIPP showed a coverage rate of 85.3
percent of the individual-level benefits in 2010 (same in 2009), while the CPS showed a
coverage rate of 69.6 percent (73.0 percent in 2009). Note that estimates of individual SNAP
recipients are available in the SIPP; however, in the CPS, all individuals in SNAP households
must be assumed to receive benefits, which reduces the estimate of individual-level benefits.

B. SNAP UNDERREPORTING FROM NHANES AND CPS: 2007-2008

Since the NHANES could only be tabulated for the 2007-2008 time period, the study
team developed comparable estimates from the CPS based on weighted averages of estimates
for 2007 and 2008. This section describes results on the magnitude of underreporting for SNAP
participation (Section 1) and benefits (Section 2) for the 2007-2008 period for the NHANES and
CPS as compared to SNAP Program Operations data.

1. Average Monthly SNAP Participation

SNAP Households. Overall, the NHANES covered 87.7 percent of SNAP households on
an average monthly basis (Figure VII.6). By comparison, for this same time period, the CPS
covered 56.6 percent of average monthly SNAP households.
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Individuals residing in SNAP households. Individual-level estimates from the NHANES,
like the CPS, must count all individuals in the household as SNAP participants, which results in
an overcount of individuals actually covered by SNAP. The NHANES showed an overestimate of
120.3 percent when comparing all individuals in SNAP households in 2007 and 2008 to
individuals covered by SNAP in Program Operations Data (Figure VII.6).51 By comparison, the
CPS showed a coverage rate of 76.7 during this same time period.

2. SNAP Benefits

Aggregate Annual SNAP Benefits. The underreporting of aggregate annual SNAP
benefits in the NHANES and the CPS follows a similar pattern to participation, with NHANES
coverage higher than that of the CPS (Figure VII.7). While the NHANES showed a coverage rate
of 90.6 percent, the CPS showed a coverage rate of 58.0 percent.

51
Recall that Anderson et al. (2012) found a sharp increase in the reporting rate for SNAP in NHANES between the 2005-06 and the 2007-08

surveys and that their estimate of SNAP participants in 2007-08 exceeded the Program Operations total by nearly 13 percent after the
application of an adjustment factor to correct for nonparticipants in SNAP households.
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Average Monthly Per-Person SNAP Benefits. As described above, an estimate of the
average monthly benefit per-person can be derived from the estimates of aggregate annual
benefits and average monthly participation of individuals, using the assumption that all
individuals in SNAP households receive benefits. Unlike the 33-percentage-point difference in
the coverage rate of aggregate annual benefits, estimates of average monthly SNAP benefits
per person are similar in the CPS and NHANES for the 2007-2008 period, with each reporting
about three-quarters of the administrative totals (Figure VII.7). In other words, the greater
aggregate SNAP benefits obtained from the NHANES than from the CPS are due to the greater
number of SNAP households identified in the former versus the latter. On a per-person basis,
households in the two surveys have virtually identical monthly benefits.
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VIII. PATTERNS OF SNAP UNDERREPORTING

This chapter compares the characteristics of SNAP participants in the SIPP, CPS, and ACS,
relative to SNAP units in the QC data to identify characteristics that are associated with
underreporting and enable us to assess what types of participants the surveys are missing.52

Since underreporting is the lowest in the SIPP data, these comparisons are informative as to
whether particular types of SNAP participants are underrepresented in the CPS and ACS relative
to the SIPP. Survey estimates were compared to SNAP QC data for calendar year 2009 and
fiscal year 2010.53 However, since the two years are quite similar, and the CPS is returning to
the questionnaire used in the 2009 administration, all figures below present data from 2009.

To select the comparison characteristics, we drew upon the experience of Mathematica
Policy Research (Mathematica) in calibrating the MATH-CPS and MATH-SIPP+ models to match
the characteristics of participating households as reported in SNAP QC data. This experience
was informative about ways in which actual SNAP participants differ from participants in the
CPS and SIPP, the types of differences that have been observed, and the types of characteristics
on which we should focus our comparisons. Comparisons between survey and administrative
data should be made with care, however, due to differences in data quality or in the definition
of variables. Characteristics that were included are those that have the best quality in the SNAP
QC data, including:

 Household size

 Household composition (e.g., presence of an elderly or disabled person)

 Age of the head of the household

 Household income

 Average monthly SNAP benefit

For a detailed description of these characteristics and how they were defined, see
Appendix E.

This chapter compares SNAP units in the QC data to SNAP units in the SIPP and to
households in the SIPP, CPS, and ACS. Because the SIPP allows estimation at both the
household and unit level (since it contains information on the specific members in the SNAP
unit), both were computed for this analysis. Comparisons between the two illustrate the effect
of assuming all members of the household are included in the SNAP unit. Characteristics
examined include household size (Section A), household composition (Section B), age of

52 Since the NHANES data for 2009 and 2010 were not available during this timeline, this analysis does not include data from the NHANES.

53 Estimates for calendar year 2009 were based on data from FY 2009 and 2010. FY 2011 data, however, was not yet available to construct
estimates of calendar year 2010; as such, we used FY 2010 for estimates of calendar year 2010.
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household head (Section C), gross household income (Section D), and average monthly SNAP
benefits (Section E). Tabular results for these analyses are listed in Appendix D.

It is important to note that, given the differences in measurement of SNAP participation
described previously, the ACS estimates described in this chapter are not directly comparable to
the QC or survey data sources: ACS estimates the number of households that ever participated
in the year, as opposed to the average monthly number of households participating in SNAP.
However, a comparison within the CPS of the average monthly household participants to
households ever participating in the year revealed fairly similar distributions across the
characteristics examined here (see Appendix Table D.2). Therefore, we include the ACS
distributions of characteristics, though comparisons of the ACS estimates with the other data
sources should be interpreted with caution.

A. HOUSEHOLD SIZE

According to the QC data, nearly half of SNAP units in 2009 (46.7 percent) were one-
person units (Figure VIII.1). Slightly more than one-third (34.8 percent) were comprised of two
or three people, and only 3 percent were comprised of six or more people. This distribution
differs from that of each of the surveys; all three surveys capture fewer one-person SNAP
households and include more SNAP households of larger sizes.

The closest comparison to the QC data is found in SNAP units in the SIPP, which reflects
the SIPP’s ability to capture SNAP units within the households. The SIPP estimates just over
one-third of SNAP units (35.1 percent) are single-person units, a difference of 11.7 percentage
points. The estimates of SNAP household size across the SIPP, CPS, and ACS were fairly similar;
the distributions of household size reflected fewer small households and more large
households in all of the surveys. Across all 3 surveys, less than one-quarter of the SNAP
households were made up of one-person households, while nearly 40 percent included four or
more people.

While some of this difference in the distribution of household size is accounted for by
the additional individuals counted in households who are not part of the SNAP units, the SIPP
results for units suggest it is likely that the surveys are missing one-person SNAP households
disproportionately. Overall, the average unit size in the QC data is 2.2 persons compared to 2.6
persons per unit in the SIPP and 3.2, 3.1, and 3.2 persons per household in the SIPP, CPS, and
ACS, respectively (Appendix Tables D.1 and D.2).
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Figure VIII.2 illustrates the differences in the distribution of household size between the
survey estimates and the QC estimates, highlighting the undercoverage of one-person
households. SIPP estimates show fewer one-person units (by 11.6 percentage points), while
this difference increases to 24 to 25 percentage points among the household-based survey
estimates. Similarly, all surveys show a slight overcoverage of households with four or more
people relative to the QC units.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average monthly
participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to those for the
average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also; thus, we include ACS
here for comparison.

B. HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION

In terms of household composition, we looked at a variety of household types,
including: 1) households with children (both preschool-age and school-age), 2) households
containing a single adult with children, 3) households with an elderly member, and 4)
households with a nonelderly disabled member. Each of these is described briefly below.

1. Households With Children

Presence of Preschool-Age Children. Slightly more than one-quarter of SNAP units
(26.5 percent) in the QC data include preschool-age children (Figure VIII.3). The estimates from
the surveys are fairly similar, ranging from 27.9 percent of SNAP units in the SIPP to 30.8
percent of households in the SIPP.

-11.6

-24.1 -23.9 -25.1

4.6 4.7 5.8 4.94.5

11.9 11.8 12.4

2.6

7.6 6.2 7.8

-30

-20

-10

0

10

20

30

SIPP Units SIPP HHs CPS HHs ACS HHs

D
if

fe
re

nc
es

B
e

tw
ee

n
Es

ti
m

at
es

FIGURE VIII.2
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SURVEY AND QC ESTIMATES OF HOUSEHOLD

SIZE FOR AVERAGE MONTHLY SNAP PARTICIPANTS, 2009

1

2-3

4-5

6+



Extent and Nature of Underreporting of SNAP Participation in Federal Surveys

Page 80

Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Presence of School-Age Children. Surveys showed a slightly higher proportion of SNAP
households with school-age children relative to the administrative data: 36.9 percent of QC
units include children 5 to 17 years old, as compared to 40.6 percent of SIPP SNAP units and
46.4 percent of SIPP households (Figure VIII.4). Estimates of the percentage of SNAP
households with school-age children in were similar across the three household-survey
estimates, ranging from 44.6 to 46.4 percent.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

2. Single Parent Households

Nearly 29 percent (28.6) of SNAP units in the QC data are comprised of a single adult
and children (Figure VIII.5). The comparable estimate of SNAP units from the SIPP is very
similar (29.4 percent). Household estimates from the surveys, however, tend to
underrepresent single adult households with children, with estimates ranging from 21.5
percent of SIPP households to only 17.2 percent of ACS households.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Figure VIII.6 illustrates the differences in the proportion of SNAP households in the
surveys relative to the QC data by household composition. Estimates of SIPP units appear to be
capturing a similar distribution of single-parent households and households with children to
that of the QC, with only small differences in the distributions. In contrast, the survey
estimates of households vary, but they follow a consistent pattern across all three surveys. The
differences in the distributions of school-age children are larger than for preschool-age
children, with SIPP households seeing the largest difference: 9.5 percentage points more
school-age children relative to QC units. Estimates of single-adult households with children
however, fall short of those in the QC data, with as many as 11.4 percentage points fewer in the
ACS. Clearly, a single adult with one or more children is a common type of SNAP unit within a
larger household containing more than one adult.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

3. Households With Elderly Individuals

Figure VIII.7 examines the presence of elderly persons in SNAP households. Sixteen
percent of SNAP units in the QC data include elderly persons age 60 or older, and 13 percent
include an elderly person living alone. The surveys tend to estimate more households with
elderly residents, but fewer households comprised of an elderly person living alone. The
closest comparison, SIPP units, estimates about 19 percent (18.8) of SNAP units with elderly,
and 9 percent (9.2) made up of an elderly person living alone. Estimates of households with
elderly are consistent across surveys with about 24 to 25 percent with elderly residents, and
about 9 to 10 percent made up of elderly living alone.54 These results suggest that a type of
one-person unit that is missed disproportionately by all three surveys is an elderly adult living
alone.

54 To be identified as an elderly adult living alone, the SNAP unit cannot be a subunit within a larger household. Thus, the SIPP’s ability to
identify SNAP units within the larger household is of no advantage to the survey’s estimates of elderly SNAP recipients living alone.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Figure VIII.8 shows the difference in the distributions of households with an elderly
member between the surveys and the QC data. As expected, the number of units as measured
by SIPP is closest to the number of units as measured by the QC data, with SIPP data showing
only 2.7 percentage points more households with elderly than the QC data show. Differences in
the household estimates range from 7.6 percentage points more in CPS households to 8.6
percentage points more in ACS households.

All surveys tend to underestimate households with elderly living alone, which may
explain part of the underreporting of the one-person households discussed previously.
Differences in the distribution of elderly living alone are relatively similar across both units and
households, ranging from 3.1 percentage points fewer in SIPP households to 3.8 percentage
points fewer in SIPP units.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

4. Households With Disabled (Nonelderly) Individuals

Figure VIII.9 shows the distributions of households with nonelderly disabled
individuals.55 Slightly more than one-fifth (20.7) of SNAP units in the QC data include
nonelderly disabled residents. Survey estimates of households with nonelderly disabled tend to
be lower than the QC estimates and fairly similar to each other, ranging from 14.6 percent of
ACS households to 16.9 percent of SIPP households.

55
Caution should be exercised when interpreting comparisons of nonelderly disabled, as measurement of disability status varies across surveys.

In addition, because SSI receipt is used to classify disability, underreporting of SSI, and other disability-based payments may exacerbate the
identification of disability. For a detailed description of how disability was defined in these results, see Appendix E.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Surveys uniformly capture fewer households with nonelderly disabled individuals
(Figure VIII.10). SIPP units capture 4.6 percentage points fewer households with a disabled
individual, while the household estimates range from 3.8 percentage points fewer among SIPP
households to 6.0 percentage points fewer among ACS households.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

C. AGE OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Figure VIII.11 shows distributions of the age of the household head (that is, the head of
the household or SNAP unit) for the three surveys and the QC data. According to the QC data,
6.4 percent of SNAP units in 2009 were child-only units (that is, units where only a child was
receiving SNAP). We would not expect to observe more than a small fraction of these child-
only units in the CPS or ACS, as child-only units in those surveys would have to be child-only
households. However, SIPP can identify SNAP units within the larger household, so, in theory,
SIPP should be able to capture such units as well as any other type of unit. However, our
estimates show very few child-only units in the SIPP: only 0.2 percent of SIPP units have a
household head younger than age 18. While SIPP appears to be missing child-only units almost
entirely, the problem may lie in how participation is collected in the survey. As we discussed in
Chapter IV, SNAP units with no one older than 14 must be reported by the adult who actually
receives the benefits, but the SIPP instrument does not provide a way for this adult to indicate
that he or she is not actually covered by the benefits. As a result, “child-only” units may be
reported in SIPP as having adult members, making it impossible to identify them as child-only.

As expected, very small proportions of SNAP households in the SIPP, CPS, and ACS
included a household head younger than age 18, ranging from 0.04 percent in the SIPP to 0.37
percent in the CPS (detail not shown). The three surveys also found fewer SNAP households
than SNAP units in the QC data with household heads age 18-24, with estimates ranging from
7.7 percent to 8.9 percent, as compared to 12.4 percent in the QC data. However, 13.7 percent
of SNAP units in the SIPP had household heads in this range, implying that about a third of the
SNAP units with young adult household heads identified in the SIPP were in larger households.
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The proportion of households with older heads is more similar across the data sources,
although there is still a difference between SNAP units and SNAP households. The percent of
units headed by elderly persons, for example, is 11.1 percent among QC units and 11.8 among
SIPP units. For SNAP households, the percent headed by elderly persons ranges from 13.9
percent in the CPS and ACS to 14.5 percent in the SIPP. Adult household heads age 45 to 64 are
also more common among SNAP households than among SNAP units. Apparently, SNAP
household heads who are not covered by the SNAP benefits received by other household
members are disproportionately older than age 44.

Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Figure VIII.12 shows the differences between the age distributions of the household
head between the surveys and the QC data. These results highlight the undercoverage of child-
only household heads; estimates show differences of 6.0 to 6.4 percentage points fewer child
household heads. In addition, household estimates reflect fewer young adult (ages 18-24)
household heads, a difference ranging from 3.2 percentage points fewer in the CPS to 4.7 in the
ACS.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

D. GROSS HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Figure VIII.13 shows the distributions of gross income of SNAP households. Two points
are noteworthy when interpreting patterns of income across these data sources. First, income
data from the QC has been verified or corrected by QC reviewers, while income data from the
surveys is reported by the respondent with no parallel verification process. In that sense, the
QC data represents validated income, whereas the income reported in surveys has undergone
no validation and is often imputed. At the same time, researchers have observed for decades
that the income reported by SNAP participants in surveys is higher than the income reported by
SNAP participants in the QC data. Second, the income measure for the CPS refers to annual
income, while approximately one-quarter of SNAP households in that survey did not participate
in SNAP all 12 months of the year. For these latter households, annual income will include
months in which they were not receiving SNAP benefits. Income in these months will tend to
be higher than in months in which they were participating in SNAP. Absent other differences
between participants in the two surveys, we would expect SNAP households in the CPS to show
a higher income distribution than SNAP households in the SIPP, whose income reflects only the
months in which they participated. Given these limitations, caution should be exercised when
interpreting these results.

In the QC data, 18.3 percent of SNAP units had zero gross income. Nearly one-quarter
(23.9 percent) of units had positive income up to 50 percent of the Federal poverty level and
43.5 percent of units had income between 51 and 100 percent of the Federal poverty level.
Additionally, only a small fraction of a percent had income more than 200 percent of the
Federal poverty level.
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By comparison, the income levels reported in the surveys tend to be higher. Only 12.2
percent of SIPP SNAP units, for example, reported zero gross income, while 8.1 percent
reported income greater than or equal to 200 percent of the Federal poverty level. The income
of household estimates is even greater, since households contain more individuals on average
than do units, and the larger household is not subject to the income eligibility limits that apply
to the SNAP unit. Estimates of zero-gross-income SNAP households range from 3.1 percent in
the ACS to 6.8 percent in the SIPP, and estimates of income more than 200 percent of the
Federal poverty level range from 10.5 percent of CPS households to 19.4 percent of ACS
households. Zero gross income would be more common among SIPP units—perhaps as high as
it is in the QC data—if child-only units could be identified.

Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average
monthly participation. Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to
those for the average monthly participating households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also;
thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

Figure VIII.14 highlights these notable variations in the distributions of gross household
income. While each survey captures fewer lower income households (below 100 percent of the
Federal poverty level) and more higher income households (above 100 percent of the Federal
poverty level) than the QC data does, differences are smallest for SIPP units and largest for ACS
households. The higher income of survey households than QC units is a long-running issue for
microsimulation modeling of SNAP (see, for example, Smith, 2012). Several possible
explanations have been suggested over the years, but the problem has resisted a definitive
analysis, which would require linked QC and survey data along with independent verification of
reported income by source.
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Note: ACS estimates reflect the number of households that ever participated in the year, not the average monthly participation.
Since the CPS figures for households that ever participated in the year are similar to those for the average monthly participating
households, we assume that ACS figures are comparable also; thus, we include ACS here for comparison.

E. AVERAGE MONTHLY SNAP BENEFITS

Figure VIII.15 compares the distributions of average monthly SNAP benefits between the
QC data and the SIPP and CPS.56 Eight percent (8.1) of SNAP units in the QC data received
average monthly benefits less than or equal to $50, while 22.7 percent received more than
$400. The modal category is $101 to $200, with 37.6 percent of SNAP units receiving benefit
amounts within this range.

Despite the overall underreporting of participation, benefit levels appear to be reported
relatively well, as the distributions of benefit levels are fairly consistent across data sources,
including both unit- and household-level estimates from the surveys. These findings are
consistent with those of Parker (2011) described in Chapter V, who found while only about half
of SNAP recipients in administrative data reported participating in the CPS, benefit reporting
was fairly accurate among those who reported participation. Estimates of the households
receiving the lowest category of benefits, $50 or less per month, range from 7.3 percent among
CPS households to 9.9 percent of SIPP units. Similarly, estimates of households receiving the
highest category of monthly benefits, more than $400 monthly, range from 19.7 percent among
SIPP units to 24.7 percent for SIPP households.

56 As noted earlier, the ACS does not collect data on SNAP benefits, so the ACS is not included in these tabulations.
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Both SIPP and CPS respondents appear to report fewer benefits in the $101 to $200
range and more benefits in the $201 to $300 range (Figure VIII.16). Differences at the high and
low ends are comparatively small, however, with the CPS falling quite close to the QC data at
both ends.
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IX. CPS: DECLINE IN SNAP REPORTING OVER TIME

SNAP reporting in the CPS has declined substantially over time, while SNAP reporting in
the SIPP, for example, has declined much less. In view of the role that SNAP benefits will play in
the new supplemental poverty measure, it is important to understand the reasons for this
decline in the hope that the Census Bureau may be able to reverse it. This chapter provides an
in-depth examination of the decline in the SNAP reporting rate in the CPS since the mid-1980s.
Section A provides a brief overview of the decline in SNAP reporting and reviews possible
explanations. Section B examines one such explanation, involving changes in CPS nonresponse
and imputation over time. Section C compares survey estimates from the CPS and SIPP to
administrative benchmarks during this time period and suggests an additional explanation for
the decline over time. Finally, Section D compares results from the 2010 and 2011 CPS to
examine the edits that were implemented to address the decline in SNAP reporting associated
with question wording changes.

A. OVERVIEW OF THE DECLINE IN SNAP REPORTING

CPS estimates of average monthly households participating in SNAP dropped from 73.6
percent of the number of SNAP units in 1984 to 53.0 percent in 2006 (Table V.1), rising slightly
after that to 56.5 percent in 2010 (Figure VII.1). Similarly, CPS estimates of total annual
benefits declined from 71.2 percent in 1984 to 53.9 percent of the administrative estimate of
aggregate benefits paid in 2006 (Table V.1), rising to 56.5 percent in 2010 (Figure VII.4). Over a
comparable period, SIPP estimates of SNAP participation showed more modest declines. SIPP
estimates of average monthly units dropped from 88.6 percent to 82.9 percent of the
administrative estimates between 1984 and 2005 (Table V.1), with a further reduction to 77.8
percent in 2010 (Figure VII.1). Likewise, SIPP estimates of aggregate annual benefits fell from
84.7 percent to 76.4 percent of the administrative totals between 1984 and 2005 (Table V.1)
but finished the decade at 78.2 percent in 2010 (Figure VII.4). That we see very little decline in
the reporting of SNAP in the SIPP over this same period would seem to point to features unique
to the CPS as explaining the decline in the latter survey’s estimates. However, it is also possible
that the SIPP made adaptations or was otherwise responsive to external changes in ways that
the CPS was not.

Possible explanations for such a large decline in SNAP reporting in the CPS would include
changes in any number of factors, such as the survey questions, the composition of the survey
population, views of program participation in the popular culture, or the program itself.
Declining response rates to the survey, implying greater use of imputation, could also have
contributed to the fall in SNAP reporting.

The SNAP questions in the CPS did not change materially between 1984 and 1994, when
computer-assisted interviewing was introduced into the CPS (Roemer, 2000). Computer-
assisted interviewing generally improved the reporting of income but did not affect SNAP
reporting, which was flat between 1993 and 1998. There were no significant changes to the
questions or the interview mode between 1994 and 2010 apart from updates to State name
fills, which should have reduced rather than increased underreporting.
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Recent substantial growth in overall participation in SNAP could have changed the
composition of the participant population, increasing the fraction likely to not report their
participation (for example, new participants might feel more embarrassment about revealing
that they were receiving SNAP benefits). The most dramatic growth occurred after 2006,
however—that is, after the period of documented decline in the reporting rate. The climate
surrounding welfare reform in the mid- to late 1990s promoted a negative image of welfare
participation, generally, and this could have discouraged reporting of SNAP receipt. Program
changes that scaled back and then partially restored SNAP eligibility for legal immigrants
occurred over a period of years in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In Chapter IV, we explained
how this could have contributed to misreports of participation status—but in both directions.

One possibility that we can examine empirically is that a significant part of the problem
may lie in the post-processing of CPS data—in particular, how the Census Bureau compensates
for unit and item nonresponse, both of which have risen since the mid-1980s.57 Census Bureau
imputations do not make use of external data such as administrative totals. Rather, the
imputed values are drawn from responding households, which are matched to nonresponding
households based on similarities in household characteristics. Changes in the frequency of
imputation or in how the matching is done could have affected the overall fraction of
households with SNAP—reported plus imputed. We explore this possibility next.

B. NONRESPONSE AND IMPUTATION OVER TIME

Table IX.1 compares CPS nonresponse frequencies and imputation outcomes between
1984 and 2009 to determine if imputation is implicated in the decline of SNAP reporting in the
CPS. The weighted fraction of CPS households that responded either yes or no to the SNAP
participation question declined only slightly between 1984 and 2009, from 90.1 percent to 88.5
percent—a reduction of just 1.6 percentage points. The percentage of households reporting
SNAP participation among those that responded to the question grew from 8.2 percent to 9.5
percent. The combined effect of this increase in reported participation and population growth
between the 2 years (the number of households in the United States grew from 87.2 million to
117.6 million) was to raise the reported number of households participating in SNAP at any
time during the year (from 6.4 million to 9.9 million). Among households that did not respond
to the SNAP participation question, the fraction imputed as SNAP participants grew from 7.9
percent to 8.6 percent between 1984 and 2009, and the weighted number of households
imputed SNAP participation grew from about 0.7 million to 1.2 million.

57 Between 1987 and 2007, the percentage of CPS total income that is imputed rose from 20.5 percent to 32.3 percent (Turek et al., 2009).
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Table IX.1
CPS Estimates of Households Participating in SNAP

By Imputation Status, 1984 and 2009
Estimate 1984 2009

Total households (1,000s) 87,184 117,616

Households responding to the SNAP participation question 78,535 104,042

As a percent of all households 90.1 88.5

Households reporting SNAP participation 6,407 9,851

As a percent of all households 7.3 8.4

As a percent of households responding to the question 8.2 9.5

Households not responding to the SNAP participation question 8,649 13,574

As a percent of all households 9.9 11.5

Households imputed SNAP participation 685 1,169

As a percent of all households 0.8 1.0

As a percent of households not responding to the question 7.9 8.6

Total households participating in SNAP (reported + imputed) 7,092 11,020

As a percent of all households 8.1 9.4
Source: 1985 and 2010 CPS.

While the rate at which CPS households reported or were imputed SNAP participation
both increased, the rates of increase were well below the increase in actual SNAP participation
over this period. The average monthly number of SNAP units grew from 7.5 million in 1984 to
16.1 million in 2009—an increase of 114.1 percent (Table IX.2). Part of this growth was due to
an increase in the number of households. Total households grew from 87.1 million to 117.6
million over the same period—an increase of 34.9 percent. As a percentage of total
households, however, the average monthly number of SNAP units grew from 8.6 percent to
13.7 percent between 1984 and 2009, which represents an increase of 58.7 percent.

The number of CPS households with SNAP participation (either reported or imputed)
grew by 55.4 percent, which is less than half the rate of increase for SNAP units over this
period. The lower rate of growth of CPS households participating in SNAP can be attributed to
the fact that both the reporting and imputation of SNAP in the CPS grew much less rapidly than
the actual incidence of SNAP units relative to total households. Among households responding
to the SNAP participation question, the percentage reporting SNAP participation grew by only
15.9 percent. Among households not responding to the SNAP participation question, the
percentage imputed SNAP participation grew even less, by 8.9 percent. Both are well below
the 58.7 percent increase in the incidence of SNAP units as a share of total households.

In summary, while nonresponse to the SNAP participation question did increase
between 1984 and 2009, the increase was very small (1.5 percent). In addition, while
households that did not respond to the SNAP participation question were imputed SNAP
receipt at a lower rate than the reported participation rate among households that responded
to the SNAP participation question, the overall impact of increased imputation on the
estimated number of households participating in SNAP in 2009 is very small. We estimate that
if nonresponse to the SNAP participation question had not increased between 1984 and 2009,
and if those who failed to respond had been imputed SNAP participation at the same rate as
those who reported participation, the estimated number of households participating in SNAP in
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2009 would be only 150,000 higher than it is. If that were the case, the overall CPS reporting
rate for SNAP in 2009 would be only one percentage point higher—that is, 57.5 percent instead
of the 56.5 percent reported in Figure V.1.

Table IX.2
Estimates of Units/Households Participating in SNAP,

Program Operations Data, and CPS by Imputation Status, 1984 and 2009
Estimate 1984 2009 Percentage

Increase

Total households the following March (1,000s) 87,184 117,616 34.9

SNAP units – average monthly number 7,515 16,091 114.1

SNAP units as a percent of total households 8.6 13.7 58.7

Households with SNAP participation 7,092 11,020 55.4

Households reporting SNAP participation 6,407 9,851 53.8

Households imputed SNAP participation 685 1,169 70.7

Households responding to the SNAP participation question 78,535 104,042 32.5

Percentage reporting SNAP participation 8.2 9.5 15.9

Households not responding to the SNAP participation question 8,649 13,574 56.9

Percentage imputed SNAP participation 7.9 8.6 8.9
Source: Program Operations data; 1985 and 2010 CPS.

For households that were imputed SNAP participation, the number of months that
benefits were received during the year and the average monthly or total benefits received
would have been imputed as well. For households that reported participation, however,
respondents may have chosen to respond or not respond to these items. For each of these
items, then, we can compare the mean reported value with two alternative mean imputed
values: one for households that reported participation and another for households that were
imputed participation.

Among households that reported participation, the proportion that failed to answer
and, therefore, were imputed months of participation or SNAP benefits rose substantially
between 1984 and 2009. The proportion imputed months of participation increased from 4.4
percent to 9.4 percent while the proportion imputed SNAP benefits increased from 4.4 percent
to 9.7 percent (Table IX.3). The mean imputed months of participation were at least as high as
the reported months of participation in each case: 9.65 versus 9.40 in 1984 and 10.15 versus
10.14 in 2009. Mean imputed benefits were higher than the mean reported benefits in both
years: $123 versus $115 in 1984 and $322 versus $291 in 2009. For households that were
imputed SNAP participation in 1984, both the mean imputed months of participation and the
mean imputed monthly SNAP benefits were lower than the mean reported values in 1984. In
2009, however, both mean imputed values were higher than the mean reported values. In
sum, then, while nonresponse to the months of participation and the annual amount of SNAP
benefits increased between 1984 and 2009 among households that reported SNAP
participation, the greater frequency of imputation in 2009 would have increased rather than
reduced average monthly participation and aggregate benefits. Even among households that
were imputed SNAP participation, the increased frequency with which the months of
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participation and the total SNAP benefits were imputed would have had an upward effect on
average monthly participation and aggregate benefits.

Table IX.3
CPS Estimates of Months of Participation in SNAP and
Annual Benefits, by Imputation Status, 1984 and 2009

Estimate 1984 2009

Total households (1,000s) 87,184 117,616

Households reporting SNAP participation 6,407 9,851

Number reporting months of participation 6,1221 8,925

Number reporting annual SNAP benefits 6,122 8,896

Number imputed months of participation 285
1

926

Number imputed annual SNAP benefits 285 955

Percent with months of participation imputed 4.4
1

9.4

Percent with SNAP benefits imputed 4.4 9.7

Mean reported months of participation 9.40 10.14

Mean imputed months of participation 9.65 10.15

Mean reported monthly SNAP benefit $115 $291

Mean imputed monthly SNAP benefit $123 $322

Households imputed SNAP participation 685 1,169

Mean imputed months of participation 8.89 10.59

Mean imputed monthly SNAP benefit $106 $293
1 Imputed months of participation are not identified in the 1985 CPS file. We assume that if
benefits were imputed, months of participation were imputed as well.
Source: 1985 and 2010 CPS.

C. TRENDS IN REPORTING OVER TIME AND POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS

The decline in the SNAP reporting rate did not proceed uniformly. Rather, there were
periods when the reporting rate was stable or even rose, and there were years when it dropped
abruptly. Reporting rates for household participation were flat between 1984 and 1988 but
then declined by 7 percentage points between 1988 and 1993. They held steady through 1998,
then declined in spurts between 1998 and 2006. Benefit reporting—a better measure—
followed a somewhat different path. It was consistent between 1984 and 1991, then dropped
by 8 percentage points in the next year. Following that, it rose and declined but did not drop
below its 1992 level except temporarily until after 1998, when it began a slow but steady
decline through 2006.

Trends in the estimates themselves carry some additional information that is not
evident from the reporting rates alone. Table IX.4 shows administrative and survey estimates—
from the CPS and SIPP—of average monthly households participating in SNAP between 1984
and 2005 along with the reporting rates. Table IX.5 shows the administrative and survey
estimates of annual aggregate SNAP benefits paid over these years, along with the benefit
reporting rates.
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Table IX.4
CPS and SIPP Estimates of Households/Units Participating in SNAP

Compared to Program Operations Data, 1984-2005
Participation in SNAP (1,000s) As Percentage of

Program Program Data

Year Operations CPS SIPP CPS SIPP
1984 7,515 5,533 6,656 73.6 88.6

1985 7,291 5,314 6,229 72.9 85.4

1986 7,203 5,239 6,272 72.7 87.1

1987 7,084 5,183 6,243 73.2 88.1

1988 7,092 5,249 6,133 74.0 86.5

1989 7,338 5,160 6,164 70.3 84.0

1990 8,000 5,698 6,583 71.2 82.3

1991 9,208 6,295 7,263 68.4 78.9

1992 10,282 6,817 7,892 66.3 76.8

1993 10,902 7,329 8,734 67.2 80.1

1994 11,094 7,420 8,561 66.9 77.2

1995 10,792 7,072 8,474 65.5 78.5

1996 10,385 6,896 8,752 66.3 84.2

1997 9,088 6,111 8,001 67.2 88.0

1998 8,068 5,374 7,076 66.6 87.7

1999 7,569 4,781 6,564 63.2 86.7

2000 7,327 4,606 6,305 62.9 86.1

2001 7,595 4,824 6,827 63.5 89.9

2002 8,402 5,150 7,394 61.3 88.0

2003 9,448 5,705 8,008 60.4 84.8

2004 10,566 6,002 8,915 56.8 84.4

2005 11,486 6,485 9,526 56.5 82.9
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), table 12.
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Table IX.5
CPS and SIPP Estimates of Aggregate SNAP Benefits
Compared to Program Operations Data, 1984-2005

Aggregate SNAP Benefits Survey Estimates
(Millions of Dollars) as Percentage of

Program Data

Year Program Operations CPS SIPP CPS SIPP
1984 10,638 7,573 9,009 71.2 84.7

1985 10,672 7,369 8,460 69.0 82.1

1986 10,558 7,542 9,032 71.4 85.6

1987 10,603 7,863 6,106 74.2 85.9

1988 11,230 8,095 9,317 72.1 83.0

1989 11,635 8,582 9,927 73.8 85.3

1990 14,100 10,301 11,769 73.1 83.5

1991 17,264 12,370 14,044 71.7 81.4

1992 20,843 13,340 15,866 64.0 76.1

1993 21,940 14,921 17,909 68.0 81.6

1994 22,680 15,261 17,581 67.3 77.5

1995 22,696 14,487 17,822 63.8 78.5

1996 22,373 14,108 17,664 63.1 79.0

1997 19,490 12,219 15,260 62.7 78.3

1998 16,840 10,756 13,249 63.9 78.7

1999 15,722 9,449 12,167 60.1 77.4

2000 14,938 8,711 12,078 58.3 80.9

2001 15,501 9,655 13,712 62.3 88.5

2002 18,803 11,158 15,846 59.3 84.3

2003 22,205 12,823 17,771 57.7 80.0

2004 25,788 14,622 20,714 56.7 80.3

2005 29,540 16,132 22,572 54.6 76.4
Source: Meyer et al. (2009), table 3, and FNS Program Operations data for FY 2002 and FY 2003.

Figures IX.1 and IX.2 provide plots of participating households and aggregate benefits.
From both plots, it is evident that the two surveys track the administrative numbers reasonably
well, but when participation increases, neither survey’s estimates of participating households
or aggregate benefits rise as steeply as the administrative estimates. When participation falls,
the surveys’ estimates do not fall quite as sharply as the administrative numbers, so they
recover some of the ground that they lost during the period of rising participation. Another
thing that is evident in the plots is that the SIPP follows the upswings in participation more
closely than does the CPS—that is, SIPP estimates rise more steeply than CPS estimates. In so
doing, the SIPP remains closer to the administrative numbers over the length of the time series.
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We speculate that the decline in the survey estimates during periods of rising
participation may be related to the changing composition of the participant population—
specifically, the rising number of new participants, who are not accustomed to receiving SNAP
benefits and may be more reluctant to report such receipt than more experienced participants.
In addition, other household members—potential respondents—may be less aware of SNAP
receipt among newly participating households than among households with a longer history of
participation.

The SIPP may be able to follow actual participation more closely than the CPS in a period
of rising SNAP enrollment because the multiple respondents in each household, the repeated
interviews, and the shorter recall period may work to promote more accurate reporting in
general. When participation increases or decreases, the SIPP may reflect the change in
reporting of participation more quickly than the CPS does.

In one respect, the fact that reported participation in either survey rises more slowly
than actual participation is contrary to a finding reported earlier. When participation is rising,
households that received SNAP benefits during the prior calendar year are more likely than in
other periods to be receiving SNAP benefits at the time of the survey. Other things being equal,
this should increase the SNAP reporting rate. That participation falls suggests that the effects
of greater current participation are more than offset by the effects of a growing number of new
participants.

D. COMPARISON OF MARCH 2010 AND MARCH 2011 CPS-ASEC QUESTIONS

Finally, as noted earlier, the Census Bureau
revised the SNAP participation question for the 2011
CPS, only to find that the new question reduced rather
than increased reported participation. This outcome
underscores the difficulty of developing effective survey
questions for eliciting program participation. To offset
this unexpected result, the Census Bureau revised
reported (and, apparently, imputed) responses of “no”
to “yes,” using a model to identify likely participants
among the nonparticipants. Table IX.6 compares the
2010 and 2011 surveys with respect to their estimates
of SNAP participation in 2009 and 2010. Response to
the SNAP participation question declined between the
two years, from 88.5 to 86.0 percent. More
importantly, reported participation declined from 9.5 to
8.7 percent of the households responding to the
question, whereas actual SNAP participation rose
between the two years (see Chapter V). The net result
of the Census Bureau’s edits was to raise the estimated
number of participating households from 10.5 million to
12.7 million, or 10.7 percent of all households. This

CPS ASEC SNAP PARTICIPATION
QUESTIONS

2010:
“Did (you/anyone in this household)
get food stamps or a food stamp
benefit card at any time during
2009?”

“At any time during 2009, even for
one month, did (you/anyone in this
household) receive any food
assistance from (State Program
name)?”

2011:
“At any time during 2010, even for
one month, did (you/anyone in this
household) receive any food
assistance from (State program
name) or a food assistance benefit
card (such as State EBT card
name)?”
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represented an increase of 1.8 percentage points over the initial result and 1.3 percentage
points over the 2009 estimate of 9.4 percent. We are not aware of any other instance—outside
of simulation—where imputation has been used to change responses as opposed to just filling
in missing data. Edits have been used for this purpose, and, in fact, a number of edits are built
into the CPS processing to alter Medicaid reporting when reported responses are inconsistent
with responses to other questions that imply Medicaid participation.

Table IX.6
CPS Estimates of Households Participating in SNAP Ever in Year

By Imputation Status, 2009 and 2010
Estimate 2009 2010

All households (1,000s) 117,616 118,749

Households responding to the SNAP participation question 104,042 102,080

As a percent of all households 88.5 86.0

Households reporting SNAP participation 9,851 8,910

As a percent of all households 8.4 7.5

As a percent of households responding to the question 9.5 8.7

Households edited from nonparticipants to participants 0 1,831
1

As a percent of all households 0.0 1.5

As a percent of households responding to the question 0.0 1.8

Households not responding to the SNAP participation question 13,574 16,669

As a percent of all households 11.5 14.0

Households imputed SNAP participation initially 1,169 1,616

As a percent of all households 1.0 3.2

As a percent of households not responding to the question 8.6 9.7

Households edited from imputed nonparticipants to participants 0 307
2

As a percent of all households 0.0 0.3

As a percent of households not responding to the question 0.0 1.8

Households reporting or imputed SNAP participation initially 11,020 10,526

As a percent of all households 9.4 8.9

Households reporting or imputed SNAP participation finally 11,020 12,664

As a percent of all households 9.4 10.7
1A revision to the SNAP questions in the 2010 CPS ASEC produced a sharp reduction in reported SNAP
participation. The Census Bureau selected responses of “no” and converted them to “yes” in order to
approximate the fraction of households with SNAP benefits in 2009.
2Imputed participation status among households that did not respond to the supplement appears to have been
changed from no to yes.
Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS.
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X. METHODS TO REDUCE OR
CORRECT FOR UNDERREPORTING

Researchers have employed various techniques to reduce or correct for underreporting
of SNAP participation. This chapter describes the strategies that have been implemented at
various points in the survey process, including questionnaire design, survey design and data
collection, data processing, and data analysis. Adjustments to various elements of
questionnaire design may help reduce response error at the point when the data are reported
(Section A). Questionnaire design has played a major role in helping respondents to recall SNAP
receipt in the SIPP. During the data processing stage, aspects of editing, imputation, and
weighting may contribute to improved data quality on SNAP participation (Sections B and
C). Finally, corrections have been applied to aggregate estimates (Section D) and estimates
from microsimulation models (Section E) to correct for underreporting.

A. QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN

1. Questionnaire Wording to Address Unfamiliar Program Names

One way that confusion over program names can be addressed is through modifying the
question wording in the questionnaire. Recent content testing indicated that only one-third of
participants had heard the program name, “SNAP,” and many assumed it applied to another
program (Loveless, 2011).58 Appendix B illustrates the differences in the way SNAP
participation questions are asked in the SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES. For the ACS
questionnaire, where respondents showed a very low recognition of the program name,
“SNAP” (E. Welniak & J. Parker, personal communication, November 16, 2011), adding the term
“food stamp benefit card” and removing a request for the dollar value of benefits received in
the last 12 months significantly reduced the underreporting of SNAP receipt. In a content test
of ACS question wording, the test group with this same question wording change showed 1.4
percent higher SNAP participation compared to the control group (Hisnanick & Loveless, 2007).
Including the term “food stamp benefit card” assisted respondents who may not have been
familiar with the new SNAP name. In addition, including wording that tells respondents to omit
participation in WIC or TANF also helped improve misreporting (Loveless, 2011).

The current study’s in-depth interviews with experts at the Census Bureau indicated
that using only State-specific program names and State-specific benefit card names in revisions
of the question wording resulted in a 15- to 20-percent decline in SNAP reporting between the
2010 and 2011 CPS.59

58
Caseworkers do not use the term, for example.

59 These question revisions also included consolidating two questions into a single question (see Table I.1).
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2. Questionnaire Design Methods to Address Recall

Recall errors have led to various efforts at improvements in survey design, and
malleable elements of the questionnaire design offer opportunities to reduce recall errors.
Surveys may pose questions to the respondent in many different ways. Several examples are
shown below.

Reference Period. Question wording, such as that for the CPS, ACS, and NHANES,
referencing 12 months in the previous calendar year or the previous 12 months can be vague
for survey respondents (Pascale, 2007). However, content analysis with CPS questions using
the 12-month reference period for Medicaid questions shows inconsistent interpretations of
the question wording and, thus, inconsistent reporting. For example, 1) some respondents
report their current coverage, 2) some respondents report only the most recent type of
coverage rather than multiple types, and 3) some respondents report their most common type
of coverage (Pascale, 2007). Pascale (2007) concludes that underreporting occurs from both
questionnaire wording and respondent recall failure.

Dependent Interviewing. Employing longitudinal surveys and dependent interviewing
(DI) techniques may help to overcome some of the recall problems associated with a long
reference period.60 In this method, questions are designed such that responses from previous
waves are incorporated into the current wave to provide a landmark for respondents and
improve consistency (Jackle, 2009). Thus, DI procedures provide anchors for data collected in
previous panels; such procedures reduced seam bias in the 2004 panel of the SIPP (Moore,
Bates, Pascale, Griffiths, & Okon, 2006). For example, interviewers would note, “Last time I
recorded that you [received X] in [prior wave month 4]. Did you continue to [receive X] after
[Month 1] 1st?” (Moore et al., 2006, p. 6). The use of DI techniques yielded more accurate
responses across survey panels on questions pertaining to program participation (Moore et al.,
2006). In short, longitudinal survey design, such as that used by the SIPP and CPS, can use a
respondent’s previous responses to provide an anchor for updating the respondent’s situation
for the most recent survey.

Event History Methods. The use of an event history calendar (EHC) rather than a
conventional questionnaire, may lead to more accurate reports of autobiographical or life
course experiences (Belli, Smith, Andreski, & Agrawal, 2007; Belli, Shay, & Stafford, 2001). The
EHC is an interviewing approach employing timeline domains and personal landmarks that
serve as anchors designed to collect retrospective reports of events and the timing of their
occurrences. Reference periods for the EHC approach can range from several months to an
entire life course. Conventional survey design, on the other hand, collects information from
respondents by asking questions that typically employ a reference period—often 1 year,
although this may vary—and does not utilize other life events or landmarks to anchor the
reference period.

60
DI refers to a survey design whereby interviewers use information that occurred in the last month of the previous panel to better orient

respondents to the current reference period (Moore et al., 2006).
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The accuracy of the EHC method depends on the type of question being asked and the
distance in time of the event from the reference period (Belli et al., 2001). For questions
addressing continuous measures (e.g., income, illness, weeks away from work) and
dichotomous measures of participation in entitlement programs (e.g., SNAP), the EHC has been
shown to reduce underreporting compared to traditional standardized question-list methods
(Belli et al., 2001). However, for measures of household composition or number of jobs, the
EHC increased the odds of overreporting compared to the conventional questionnaire design
(Belli et al., 2001).

Researchers at the Census Bureau are currently redesigning the SIPP to include EHC
content and a 12-month reference period instead of the 4-month reference period in the
standard SIPP. Initial results comparing field tests of the SIPP-EHC to the standard SIPP suggest
that underreporting of SNAP participation is higher using the SIPP-EHC with 12-month
reference periods compared to the standard SIPP with no EHC and 4-month reference periods.
For example, the false-negative rate for the 2008 standard SIPP panel was 33 percent compared
to 41 percent in the Texas subsample of the 2010 SIPP-EHC field test (Gathright, Stinson, &
Reeder, 2011). However, these results are very preliminary and based on a match to SNAP
records from a single State. Furthermore, the SIPP-EHC instrument has been revised since then,
and the Census Bureau will continue to make refinements based on additional pilot tests before
the 2014 production implementation.

B. EDITING AND IMPUTATION

If the principal explanation for underreporting of SNAP participation in surveys is that
persons who received SNAP benefits during the reference period fail to report such receipt,
then the most appropriate way to correct the problem is to change the incorrect responses to
correct responses. Editing and imputation are both ways to achieve this goal.

One approach that selected surveys have used to correct for underreporting is to edit
the responses of persons who reported no participation but show other evidence that they may
in fact have been participants during the reference period. In some cases, the edits border on
imputation, but without a random component. For years, the Census Bureau has employed a
number of edits in the CPS to correct apparent underreporting of Medicaid participation. These
edits have grown more extensive in recent years, and similar edits have been made to the ACS,
which introduced questions on health insurance coverage in 2008 (Lynch, Kenney, Haley, &
Resnick, 2011). An example of a CPS edit is the following: anyone who is reported to be
covered by TANF but not Medicaid is automatically assigned Medicaid coverage.

Imputation is a second means to correct for response error. The major microsimulation
models rely on imputation as the principal method of correcting for underreporting of program
participation and benefit amounts. The methods are described as simulation in light of the
context in which they are used, but simulation is a form of imputation. Essentially, a reported
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variable is replaced by a simulated or imputed variable—either wholly or in part.61 However,
except for the edits discussed above, there is a general reluctance to change responses, even
when there do not appear to be enough positive reports of recipiency or when aggregate dollar
amounts appear low.

C. WEIGHTING

Weighting (or reweighting, if the goal is to change the original survey weights) can be
used to change the composition of a sample to better match the known composition of the
population. Post-stratification is a technique in which the weighted numbers of respondents or
responding households is increased or lowered within post-strata (strata defined after the
sample was drawn) so that the sample better mirrors the population. There is no assurance,
however, that post-stratifying a sample to improve the distribution with respect to one
characteristic will not adversely affect the distribution with respect to another characteristic.
For this reason, post-stratification should be used cautiously. More importantly, post-
stratification is not a very efficient tool (and in many cases not an effective tool, either) for
addressing reporting error although it is sometimes used to do so.

Consider, for example, a situation where receipt of SNAP benefits is underreported
because families that received SNAP benefits for only part of the reference year—and were
income-ineligible the rest of the year—did not report their receipt of benefits. SNAP families
are not underrepresented in the sample, but they are underidentified. If reported recipients
are assigned higher weights than nonrecipients, the effect will be to increase the number of
lower-income SNAP recipients while reducing the number of higher-income families (both
nonrecipients and unreported recipients). While the number of participating families is
corrected, their distribution by income is rendered even less correct than before the
reweighting. In addition, the overall income distribution for the population is moved farther
from the true distribution. With a better understanding of the problem, a more elaborate
reweighting could be devised, in which only higher-income SNAP families are assigned higher
weights, an offsetting adjustment is applied to a subset of higher-income families that do not
report SNAP receipt, and no other families’ weights are altered. This strategy is inefficient,
however, because the weight variation that is introduced to address the problem leads to
increased sampling error for estimates of SNAP families.

D. CORRECTIONS APPLIED TO ESTIMATES OF PARTICIPATION

Because the very first survey estimates of SNAP participation fell short of program
administrative totals by a substantive margin, policy analysts and program administrators
needed a way to reconcile the two sets of statistics right from the beginning. At FNS, the
strategy of using program statistics to count participants and benefit dollars and using survey
data to estimate eligibles has a long history (see Trippe, 1989). Annual estimates of SNAP
participation rates by State use program statistics as the source of participant counts—the

61 Apart from the microsimulation models, however, we have not uncovered other instances where this is done. Rather, imputation is mainly
reserved for addressing nonresponse.
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numerators of the participation rates—and use a combination of CPS, ACS, and administrative
data to derive the estimates of eligibles—the denominators of the participation rates (see
Cunnyngham, 2011; Leftin, Eslami, & Strayer, 2011). Several other ways of correcting estimates
are illustrated below.

Meyer et al. (2009) suggest that researchers working with only survey data might use
the estimates of reporting rates for SNAP and other programs to adjust survey estimates.
Multiplying a participation rate by the inverse of the reporting rate would inflate the
participation rate by an amount that was consistent with the reporting rate. For example, if the
estimated participation rate was 40 percent and the estimated reporting rate for that survey
and year was 50 percent, then applying the correction would increase the estimated
participation rate to 80 percent, giving a more accurate result.

Meyer and Sullivan (2008) propose a more elaborate method that conditions on
selected characteristics of the respondent to adjust reported participation. The method uses
differences between the characteristics of SNAP households in quality control data versus
household survey data. A model is estimated that expresses the likelihood of reporting SNAP
receipt as a function of these characteristics. The characteristics chosen were ones that were
likely to be measured similarly between the administrative and survey data. These were age,
U.S. citizenship, race (White versus non-White), education, sex, and region. Income was not
included among the characteristics, presumably because the measures of income provided in
the two sources are not sufficiently comparable. The researchers demonstrate how the
estimated model may be applied to adjust the coefficients of a participation model that uses
the same characteristics as those in the receipt model.

Bollinger and David (1997) argue that response error cannot be treated as random when
modeling SNAP participation decisions. In so doing, they draw on their findings that the
misreporting of SNAP participation is related to per capita income, proxy status, and whether
the sample household is headed by a female. When they incorporate their response error
models into their participation models, the decline in the probability of participation as
countable assets increase is found to be even stronger, and participation is concentrated more
heavily among low-wage workers than when response error is treated as random. Bollinger
and David (2001) extend this approach to include survey nonresponse, and they estimate
adjusted models of participation based on the entire 1984 SIPP panel.

E. MICROSIMULATION MODELS: ADJUSTMENTS AT THE MICRO LEVEL

Microsimulation models simulate both program eligibility and participation. Eligibility
for a program (for example, SNAP, TANF, GA, and SSI) is simulated by applying the program
eligibility rules to the data reported in the model database. Once the simulated eligibles are
identified, simulated participants must be identified among the simulated eligibles. For a
baseline simulation, the simulated participants, when weighted, must sum to the actual or
expected caseload in the baseline reference period. In addition, selected characteristics of the
simulated caseload must match (approximately, not perfectly) the distribution observed in
administrative records. For a reform simulation, where some aspect of the eligibility
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determination or benefit formula is changed, simulated participants are either added to or
subtracted from those in the baseline simulation (or, potentially, both if the reform expands
eligibility or increases benefits for some households while contracting eligibility or reducing
benefits for others). There is no need to match administrative controls with the reform
simulation, as the purpose of the simulation is to determine how the caseload and its
distribution will be changed from the baseline simulation.

Underreporting of participation makes it necessary to expand the number of simulated
participants beyond those who reported participation. But even if there were no
underreporting, it might be necessary to change the status of some sample households in order
to obtain the appropriate distribution of participants with respect to the characteristics
deemed important. In that sense, underreporting isn’t the sole problem in using a database for
microsimulation. Reporting error, even if it nets to zero, may alter the distribution of
participant characteristics, causing deviations from the distribution observed in administrative
records. Additionally, if there is item nonresponse, the sample households that are imputed as
receiving benefits may not have the appropriate distribution. One of the criticisms of
imputation in the SIPP over the years has been its failure to account for income eligibility limits
on benefits or the relationship between income and benefit amounts (Doyle & Dalrymple,
1987).

Perhaps most importantly, the baseline that is being simulated is always in the future
relative to the reference period of the survey data. For example, Mathematica most recently
used 2009 data from the 2008 SIPP panel to simulate an August 2012 baseline with quality
control data for fiscal year 2010 (October 2009 through September 2010). Even with perfect
reporting, reported participation would have had to be adjusted to satisfy the baseline
characteristics.

Cody and Tuttle (2002) recommend conducting sensitivity analyses of the adjustments
that are applied to correct for underreporting of SNAP and other program participation.
Sensitivity analysis would involve the application of different types of adjustments (they
specifically mention imputation, weighting, and a hybrid adjustment) in order to determine
how they affect the outcomes of interest. Even when there is a preferred adjustment a priori,
seeing how its impact compares with alternative adjustments can be instructive—particularly
with respect to secondary outcomes, such as the characteristics of program participants and
participation rates for subgroups.

The sections below examine how the two most prominent microsimulation models—
Mathematica’s MATH-SIPP+ model (Section 1) and the Urban Institute’s TRIM3 model (Section
2)—deal with the underreporting of SNAP participation in the SIPP and CPS, respectively. The
MATH-SIPP+ model does not use the reported values of program participation, while the TRIM3
model does.
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1. Mathematica’s MATH-SIPP+ Model

Mathematica’s MATH-SIPP+ model, which uses a SIPP database enhanced by CPS and
QC data, simulates SNAP eligibility and then uses an algorithm to select simulated participants
from among the simulated eligible cases. The selection of simulated participants does not use
reported SNAP participation status. The relatively high rate of reporting of SNAP in the SIPP
(low underreporting) contributed to the decision not to use reported participation at all. If
reported participants were automatically assigned to the simulated caseload, this would leave a
relatively small number of simulated eligibles who were not reporters. If the target distribution
of characteristics was at all different from the distribution observed among the simulated
eligible reporters, the difference would have to be made up in the selection of the remaining
simulated participants from among these simulated eligible nonreporters. This would present
little problem if the target distribution was very similar to the actual distribution of simulated
eligible participants. However, if the two distributions were very different, then the target
distribution might not be approximated very closely or the simulated eligible nonreporters who
were selected to be simulated participants might bear little resemblance to the rest of the
simulated participants.

The selection of simulated SNAP participants in MATH-SIPP+ proceeds as follows.

1. First, a set of characteristics is selected to provide the target distributions that the
simulated participants will have to satisfy. For the August 2012 baseline 12
characteristics were selected (Smith, 2012). These included some binary characteristics
such as whether anyone in the potential SNAP unit received SSI or not. Other
characteristics included the ratio of family income to the poverty threshold (four
categories) and the ratio of the SNAP benefit for which the unit qualified to the
maximum benefit (six categories). State was also among the 12 characteristics.

2. Next, the target distributions were constructed from the fiscal year 2010 quality control
data.

3. Sample households were then formed into prospective SNAP units, and SNAP eligibility
was simulated for each.

4. The quality control data and SIPP data were pooled and an equation was estimated to
determine the probability of participating (the probability of being in the quality control
database, conditional on the characteristics in the model).

5. This equation was used to assign an initial participation probability to each potential
SNAP unit. A permanent random number was generated for each unit and compared to
the initial participation probability to determine whether the unit would be a participant
or nonparticipant in this first pass.

6. The distribution of initial simulated participants by the 12 characteristics was then
“raked” to the target distribution and a revised participation probability calculated. The
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process of assigning a probability, determining participation, and then raking the
distribution of participants was repeated 10 times, which yielded the final set of
simulated participants.

7. The SNAP benefit that was calculated in the eligibility simulation was then assigned to
each simulated participating unit. Ultimately, neither reported participation nor the
reported SNAP benefit amount was used in the baseline simulation.

2. The Urban Institute’s TRIM3 Model

The approach used by the Urban Institute to adjust for underreporting of transfer
income receipt in the TRIM3 model is similar to the approach used in Mathematica’s MATH-
SIPP+ model except that, for TRIM3, true reporters (that is, those whose responses were not
allocated—or imputed) who are simulated to be eligible are automatically included in the
simulated caseload (L. Giannarelli, personal communication, January 18, 2012). Procedures
similar to those used in MATH are then applied to select additional simulated participants from
among the simulated eligible nonreporters.

Wheaton (2007) found that the TRIM3 model’s corrections for underreporting of SSI,
TANF, and other public assistance reduced the estimated poverty rate only narrowly—from
12.8 percent to 12.6 percent in 2004—but had a more substantial effect on the estimated
impact of these programs in removing people from poverty. Without the corrections, 2.199
million persons were removed from poverty—that is, their income from these programs moved
them from below to above the poverty line. With the corrections the number removed from
poverty rose to 2.750 million.

While SNAP benefits are not included as a component of income in the official measure
of poverty, SNAP benefits have been included in alternative poverty measures over the years
and, as we have noted, are included in calculating the new supplemental poverty measure that
will be produced annually along with the official measure. Without a correction for the
underreporting of SNAP benefits in the CPS, SNAP would have removed an additional 1.709
million persons from poverty in 2004. With benefits corrected for underreporting, SNAP would
have removed 3.194 million persons from poverty, or nearly twice as many.
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XI. CONCLUSION

This study was designed to help FNS and policy analysts understand the problems posed
by survey underreporting of SNAP participation to inform input in the Census Bureau’s redesign
of the SIPP and the income supplement to the CPS. The research highlights the importance of
questionnaire wording, the length of the reference period, and identifying individual members
of the SNAP unit when estimating SNAP participants.

Results from our extant data analysis suggest that, consistent with findings from earlier
years (Meyer et al., 2009), the SIPP continues to show the highest coverage rate and the CPS
the lowest for both participation and benefits, relative to SNAP Program Operations data. In
2010, for example, SIPP covered about 78 percent of the average monthly number of SNAP
units, and SIPP households that included SNAP participants were 71 percent of the average
monthly SNAP units. For the same year, CPS households with SNAP participants were just 57
percent of the average monthly number of SNAP units. By comparison, ACS households with
SNAP participants were about two-thirds (66 percent) of the average monthly SNAP units in
2009-2010, whereas NHANES covered about 88 percent of SNAP units in 2007-2008.

A comparison of the distributions of household characteristics in the surveys relative to
the administrative data revealed some notable patterns of underreporting. While many
aspects of household composition were fairly similar between the surveys and SNAP QC data,
which represent SNAP units, results suggest the surveys may be capturing too few one-person
units. A related finding is that surveys are capturing disproportionately fewer of the lower
income households. Results also suggest that the surveys, including the unit-level estimates
produced from SIPP, are not adequately capturing child-only SNAP units. Finally, the
distributions of monthly SNAP benefit amounts are very similar between the surveys and the
QC data, suggesting that despite the underreporting of participation, reporting of benefits
among households that report participation appears fairly accurate.

An in-depth analysis of underreporting over time indicates that the magnitude of
underreporting grows when enrollment trends upward. Our cautious interpretation is that
enrollment growth increases the fraction of respondents who are less likely to report their
participation. With its lower underreporting overall, the SIPP is less affected than the CPS.
This, too, is consistent with our interpretation of the finding regarding enrollment growth and
underreporting, and it suggests that questionnaire revisions that reduce underreporting may
reduce the magnitude of this phenomenon as well. Because growing enrollment implies that a
larger fraction of participants are enrolled at the time of the interview than in a period of
declining enrollment, estimates of participation at the time of the interview may be less
sensitive to enrollment trends than estimates based on prior months. If new enrollees are
more inclined to underreport participation, there may be some benefit to reminding
respondents to report participation even if they have started to receive benefits recently or
never received such benefits previously.

There is compelling evidence from studies of both SNAP and Medicaid reporting that
respondents are much better able to report on program participation at the time of the
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interview than at any time prior to that. To obtain the most accurate reports of participation,
then, surveys should focus on the present rather than the past. When participation for prior
periods is needed, it may be possible to improve the quality of the data collected by first
establishing whether or not the respondent or household is participating currently. At a
minimum, this will help the respondent to distinguish between current participation and recent
prior participation—something that appears to be an area of difficulty for many respondents.

Two other strategies appear to hold promise for improving the quality of both current
and prior reports of SNAP participation and benefit receipt. The first is to explicitly ask about
benefits that adult nonparticipants may have received on behalf of children. The CPS and SIPP
do this for Social Security and SSI, and the SIPP does so for TANF, but neither survey does this
for SNAP. As we showed in Chapter VIII, even with its ability to identify SNAP units within the
larger household, the SIPP finds virtually no child-only SNAP units. Trippe (2005) recommended
changes to the SIPP questionnaires to improve the reporting of child-only units and, for the
SIPP, to reduce the reporting of SNAP coverage by persons who are authorized to receive SNAP
benefits only on behalf of another household member. Trippe proposed that the initial SNAP
question be modified to read: “Were you authorized to receive [SNAP], including receiving
[SNAP] on behalf of other household members?” A follow-up question would then ask whether
the benefits that this person was authorized to receive covered this person or not and, if
necessary, a clarifying question could ask if the benefits were only for children. This approach
could be adapted to the CPS and the ACS by adding the following phrase to the household
recipiency question: “including receiving [SNAP] on behalf of other household members.”

The second strategy is to elicit responses from more than one respondent when a
household includes two or more families—especially when it includes adults who are unrelated
to the householder. Participation by SNAP units that are subsets of the household appears to
be more difficult to identify than participation by SNAP units that include the entire household.
Based on comparisons with administrative records, surveys do an especially poor job of
identifying one-person units, although the reasons for this remain unclear. Again, adding more
respondents is not really an option for the CPS supplements or the ACS. In the latter case, the
two-thirds of respondents who submit the questionnaire by mail are free to consult with other
household members. How often they do so, however, is not known. The Census Bureau could
encourage respondents to do so but is appropriately reluctant to do anything with one mode
(mail-out, mail-back) that cannot be replicated with the other modes (telephone and in-person)
even though the quality of responses for that mode might be improved.

There is a broad recognition that the SIPP’s greater success in eliciting reports of SNAP
participation (and this extends to SSI, TANF, and Medicaid as well) is almost certainly due to
design differences between the SIPP and the other surveys. With interviews every 4 months,
the SIPP has a shorter recall period, and this should be more effective than annual interviews in
capturing participation in programs that people enter and leave. The SIPP also has a more
explicit focus on program participation, which is evident to both the interviewers and the
respondents. Despite these differences, however, our empirical analysis finds little evidence
that the SIPP’s higher reporting rate is due to the survey’s picking up a different type of
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participant, typically, than the other surveys. SNAP households in the SIPP were generally very
similar to SNAP households in the CPS. The SIPP differs from the CPS in allowing identification
of SNAP units—and SNAP participants—within the household. Differences between SNAP units
and SNAP households in the SIPP were greater, in most cases, than differences in SNAP
households between the two surveys.

An early theory about survey reporting of SNAP and other program participants is that
underreporting is greatest among households that qualify for the lowest benefits. Their low
benefits may be easily forgotten, and their higher incomes may make them more
uncomfortable about reporting that they required assistance. Some of the previous literature
suggests that, compared to the CPS, the SIPP picks up disproportionately more participants with
low versus high benefits. This may be seen, for example, in a greater gap between the two
surveys in the reporting rate for participants than for aggregate benefits, implying that the
additional participants in SIPP have lower average benefits than the participants in the CPS.
However, the difference between the two surveys in this regard is small and inconsistent over
time.

One aspect of survey implementation that adversely affects the CPS’s capture of
program participation is the survey’s use of income screens to reduce respondent burden by
limiting certain questions to the population of households to which they are most likely to
apply. The income screens used in the CPS are set too low for large households and those that
experienced significant changes in income during the year, and they are not indexed for
inflation. As a result, some households that participated in SNAP during the year are not asked
if they participated or not—that is, they are not given the opportunity to report their
participation. This not only reduces reported (and imputed) participation; it skews the
characteristics of participants, reducing the proportion who were part-year participants or
members of large, higher income households. The levels at which the incomes are set need to
be revisited in order to determine levels that more fully reflect income eligibility across the
several programs. Once suitable levels are selected, these levels need to be indexed—as
Nichols et al. (2012) suggest—so that they keep pace with inflation.

Finally, the Census Bureau is currently pilot testing a re-engineered version of the SIPP.
In an effort to reduce costs and respondent burden, as well as improve overall data quality, the
new design uses a 12-month reference period instead of the 4-month reference period. To
compensate for the longer reference period the new design employs event history methods,
which have been shown to improve recall and aid respondents in dating prior events in other
contexts. Given FNS’s heavy reliance on SIPP data for policy analysis related to SNAP and other
nutrition programs, the Census Bureau’s ability to match if not exceed the current SIPP’s
success in measuring program participation is critically important to future policy analysis.
Small-scale tests of the new approach underscore the challenges in developing and evaluating a
new design. Ultimately, we will not know how the re-engineered SIPP compares to the current
SIPP until the Census Bureau and users have had an opportunity to analyze the first year or two
of production data from the new design.
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APPENDIX A: OVERVIEW OF FOUR KEY SURVEYS

Below is a brief overview of each of the four surveys used in this analysis.

The SIPP, which was initiated in 1983, holds the distinction of being the only major
Federal household survey that was designed explicitly for policy analysis—as opposed to
monitoring aspects of the Nation’s health and the characteristics of its population or providing
data for more basic research. The SIPP is a longitudinal survey. A representative sample of
households is interviewed once every 4 months to collect detailed data on the intervening
months. Features of the SIPP were designed to address specific limitations of the CPS for policy
analysis—in particular the annual reference period for measures of program participation and,
especially, income, which contrasted with many means-tested programs basing their eligibility
on monthly income, and the lack of measures of household assets. Early SIPP panels ran for
about 2½ years, with new panels of about 20,000 households being started in most years.
Following a major redesign, most panels started since 1996 have run for 3 to 4 years with no
overlap. Most have had initial sample sizes of about 40,000 households. The major
microsimulation model of SNAP is based on the SIPP. The SIPP has addressed a need for short-
range longitudinal data to support analyses of transitions onto and off of SNAP. For budgetary
reasons, however, the SIPP is being redesigned, and the new survey will rely on annual
interviews and make use of event history calendar methods in an effort to capture monthly
data with minimal loss of accuracy compared to the current design.

The CPS is a monthly survey of labor force participation that was initiated in the 1930s
to measure the Nation’s progress out of the Great Depression. Each month, the CPS provides
the data from which the official unemployment rate and other key indicators of labor activity
are calculated. The CPS also includes a supplement, the Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC), which is used to calculate official estimates of household and family
income as well as the number of families and persons in poverty. The CPS ASEC (identified
subsequently as just the CPS) is asked of all sample households in March and subsamples of
households in February and April. SNAP is among the programs about which the CPS collects
data on participation. With a current sample size of about 77,000 completed household
interviews, the CPS is one of the largest Federal household surveys and is widely used for policy
analysis. The CPS continues to serve as the database for major microsimulation models
maintained by Mathematica, the Urban Institute, and the Congressional Budget Office (CBO).

The ACS is the decennial census long form converted to a continuous survey of
approximately 2 million interviewed households per year. Interviews are distributed over the
year, with 1/12 the annual sample allocated to each calendar month. Like the long form that it
replaces, the ACS is conducted as a mail survey with telephone and in-person follow-up of
households that do not return their questionnaires. Two-thirds of the final responses are
obtained by mail, which means that the questionnaires were self-administered by the
respondents. Also like the long form, responding to the ACS is mandatory by law, and while this
does not produce a 100-percent response rate, weighted ACS response rates (which take into
account that only a sample of the mail nonrespondents are followed up) are in the upper 90s,
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putting them well above the response rates to the other surveys (upper 80s for the CPS and the
initial SIPP interview currently). Undercoverage, then, is not likely to be a factor in ACS
estimates except possibly for narrow subpopulations.

The primary purpose of the ACS is to fill a need for estimates of a wide range of
characteristics at small levels of geography: each annual survey can support precise estimates
for all communities of population 60,000 or greater. By combining 3 years of data, this
threshold can be reduced substantially, and with 5 years of data, the Census Bureau will
provide estimates down to groups of blocks. The tradeoff for this high level of geographic
detail is a more superficial collection of data, and this is certainly reflected in the collection of
data on SNAP. Despite fewer questions and the collection of a substantial amount of data from
mailed questionnaires, the quality of much of the data appears to be high. Although lacking the
source detail of the SIPP or even the CPS, the ACS estimates of family income, for example,
compare favorably with those produced by the CPS (Czajka & Denmead, 2008).

The NHANES, like the ACS, is a continuous survey, but the data collection unit is the
individual rather than the household, and the annual sample is just 5,000 respondents per year,
with interviews distributed over the calendar year. This survey collects exceedingly detailed
data on health, including biomeasures obtained from physical examinations, and includes
questions on food-assistance program participation. The NHANES also collects detailed data on
food consumption over a 24-hour period, which makes the survey particularly useful to FNS.
Because of the small annual sample size, NHANES data are released in 2-year files with 2-year
sample weights. Separate analysis of data from the two years is either not possible or not
advised.
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APPENDIX B: QUESTIONS USED TO
MEASURE SNAP PARTICIPATION

Participation in SNAP is elicited using rather different approaches in the four surveys.
Whether a survey yields estimates of SNAP participation that can be expressed as participants
or benefits for a specific month or as average monthly participants and benefits over a calendar
year is important because it determines whether a survey’s data on SNAP participation can be
evaluated against SNAP administrative data to measure underreporting. The questions used to
measure SNAP participation in the four surveys are reviewed below.

SIPP. Since the 2004 panel, the SIPP has made use of dependent interviewing, in which
each household member’s participation in a number of different programs at the end of the 4-
month reference period is carried forward to the next interview. If a household member was
receiving SNAP benefits at the end of the previous wave, the respondent will be asked if that
person was still receiving benefits in month 1 of the current wave/reference period. Otherwise,
in the 2008 panel, the respondent was asked, “Since [fill MONTH 1] 1st, were you/was [fill
NAME] authorized to receive food stamps?” Later, a respondent who answered “yes” to either
of the initial SNAP questions was asked one of the following questions:

Earlier I recorded that [fill NAME] received Food Stamps in [fill MONTH 1]. Did he/she
also receive Food Stamps in [fill MONTH 2], [fill MONTH 3], or [fill MONTH 4]?

Or

Earlier I recorded that (you were/[fill NAME] was) authorized to receive Food Stamps.
Have you/has [fill NAME] received any Food Stamp benefits yet this month?
[If yes] In which of the last four months—[fill MONTH 1], [fill MONTH 2], [fill MONTH 3],
or [fill MONTH 4]—did you/[fill NAME] receive Food Stamps?

These questions are followed by questions on the circumstances that caused the
household member to need food stamps or to stop receiving food stamps, as applicable. For
new recipients, the respondent is asked when this person started receiving food stamps, and
the month and year are recorded. Next, survey questions collect the amount received in each
of the four preceding months and verify or correct the reported amounts if they seem too high
or too low.

The final question asks who is included in the SNAP unit:

“Who is/was covered by [fill NAME’s] [fill MONTH] Food Stamp benefits?”

Because reports of participation and benefits are received in every month of the
survey’s entire reference period, the SIPP can be used to estimate total participants and total
benefits for a given month or average monthly participants and to estimate either average
monthly benefits or aggregate benefits for any period of months covered by a panel.
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CPS. The CPS collects data on SNAP participation through a series of questions near the
end of the income battery. From the 2010 questionnaire, the sequence reads as follows:

Did (you/anyone in this household) get food stamps or a food stamp benefit card at any
time during 2009?

At any time during 2009, even for one month, did (you/anyone in this household)
receive any food assistance from (State Program name)? Do not include WIC benefits.

Which of the people now living here were covered by that food assistance during 2009?
(The interviewer is instructed to list all household members covered by food assistance
regardless of age.)62

What is the easiest way for you to tell us the value of the food assistance: monthly or
yearly?

What is the (monthly) value of the food assistance received in 2009?

How many months was food assistance received in 2009?

In the 2011 survey, the questionnaire was revised to consolidate the first two questions
and to use only State-specific program and benefit card names (instead of “food stamps”). The
revised sequence reads as follows:

At any time during 2010, even for one month, did (you/anyone in this household)
receive any food assistance from (State Program name) or a food assistance benefit card
(such as State EBT card name)? Do not include WIC benefits.

Which of the people now living here were covered by that food assistance during 2010?
(The interviewer is instructed to list all household members covered by food assistance
regardless of age.)63

What is the easiest way for you to tell us the value of the food assistance: monthly or
yearly?

What is the (monthly/yearly) value of the food assistance received in 2010?

How many months was food assistance received in 2010?

In both 2010 and 2011, the last question is followed by one or more questions designed
to elicit a better response to the amount question, should it appear that the amount reported

62
This variable, however, is not included on the publicly available dataset.

63 This variable, however, is not included on the publicly available dataset.
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initially (which may be the product of a monthly amount and the number of months of receipt)
is too high or too low.

With its questions on months of assistance received, number of household members
covered, and either average monthly or total annual benefits received, the CPS can be used to
estimate average monthly participants and aggregate annual benefits. In estimating the
former, one must assume that on average the number of people in the household who were
covered by SNAP during the previous calendar year was the same for every month that the
household received such assistance.64

ACS. The ACS includes a single question about SNAP in its housing section:

IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS, did anyone in this household receive Food Stamps or a Food
Stamp benefit card? Include government benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP). Do NOT include WIC or the National School Lunch Program.

Respondents are asked to answer simply yes or no. Depending on when a household
responded, the past 12 months will most often cross calendar years. The ACS has used this
single question since 2008, with the italicized portion added in 2010.

Prior to 2008, the ACS collected the amount of SNAP benefits received by the
household. Respondents who answered “yes” to the following question,

At any time DURING THE PAST 12 MONTHS, did anyone in this household receive Food
Stamps?

What was the value of the Food Stamps received during the past 12 months?

The amount question was dropped because of the low quality of the responses
received. In addition, by dropping the amount question and adding the reference to a Food
Stamp benefit card, the Census Bureau expected to increase the frequency with which
households reported SNAP receipt (especially with the latter strategy).

NHANES. Questions about SNAP participation appear in the food security section of the
family questionnaire. The relevant questions from the 2009–2010 NHANES read as follows:

The next questions are about SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program,
formerly known as the Food Stamp Program. SNAP benefits are provided on an electronic debit
card (or EBT card) called the [STATE NAME FOR EBT CARD] in [STATE].

Have (you/you or anyone in your household) ever received SNAP or Food Stamp
benefits?

64
In addition, while the interviewer lists the household members covered by SNAP, this information is not included in the public use data

(number of household members covered by food assistance is). Users must infer the composition of the SNAP assistance unit if the number of
members is less than the household size.
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In the last 12 months, did (you/you or any member of your household) receive SNAP or
Food Stamp benefits?

[If yes] On what date did (you/your household) last receive SNAP or Food Stamp
benefits?

[If nonresponse on previous question]: (Do you/Does any member of your household)
currently receive SNAP or Food Stamp benefits?

How much did (you/your household) receive in SNAP or Food Stamp benefits the last
time you got them?

Like the ACS, the NHANES yields an estimate of the number of households that ever
received SNAP benefits in the past 12 months; but because the interviews are conducted over a
2-year period, the combined reference period for reported SNAP participation spans 3 years.
We can, however, construct an estimate of current receipt of SNAP benefits with the question
about timing since the last receipt of SNAP benefits, combined with a follow-up question about
current receipt for cases who responded “don’t know” or “refused” to the timing question. We
plan to measure current receipt of SNAP benefits as those households who last received SNAP
benefits within the last 30 days, or who report currently receiving SNAP in the follow-up
question. With this measure, NHANES will yield an estimate of the average number of
households participating in SNAP over a 2-year period and either the average monthly benefit
or aggregate benefit in dollars received during that period.

Unlike the Census Bureau surveys, missing data in NHANES are generally not imputed.
In our analysis, therefore, we had to contend with missing data.

While multiple files from the 2009-2010 NHANES have been released, the food security
section of the family questionnaire were not released at the time of this study (2012).
Therefore, we were not able to use the 2009-2010 NHANES for our analysis and, instead, used
the 2007-2008 dataset.
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APPENDIX C: CURRENT ESTIMATES OF SNAP UNDERREPORTING

Table C.2
Average Monthly Number of Individuals in SNAP Households (in thousands), 2007-2010:

FNS Program Operations Data, SIPP, CPS, and NHANES

Year
Program Operations

Data SIPP
1

CPS
2

NHANES
3

2007 26,641 NR 19,475 NA

2008 29,211 NR 23,384 NA

2007-08 Average 27,926 NR 21,430 33,591

2009 35,414 38,773 29,282 NA

2010 41,580 44,746 33,717 NA
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.1
Average Monthly Number of SNAP Participants (in thousands), 2007-2010:

FNS Program Operations Data, SIPP, CPS, NHANES
Average Monthly Participation

Units Households Individuals

Year

Program
Operations

Data SIPP
1

SIPP
1

CPS
2

NHANES
4

Program
Operations

Data
3

SIPP
1

2007 11,914 NR NR 6,510
11,000

26,641 NR

2008 13,169 NR NR 7,682 29,211 NR

2009 16,091 13,025 12,089 9,356 NA 35,414 32,855

2010 19,315 15,029 13,778 10,912 NA 41,580 38,159
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.3
Number of Households, and Individuals in SNAP Households, that

Ever Participated in the Last Year (in thousands), 2009-2010: CPS and ACS
Ever Participated in the Last Year

Households
Individuals in SNAP

Households

Year CPS
1

ACS
2

CPS
1

ACS
2

2009 11,020 NA 34,469 NA

2010 12,664 NA 39,031 NA

2009-2010 Average 11,842 13,586 36,750 45,712

Ratio of ACS:CPS 1.1473 1.2439

Average CPS Coverage Rate 2009-2010 57.25 81.89

Estimated ACS Coverage Rate 2009-2010 65.68 101.86
1

Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS
2 Source: 2010 ACS
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported
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Table C.4
Aggregate Annual SNAP Benefits, 2007-2010:

FNS Program Operations Data, SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Aggregate Annual Benefits (in millions)

Year
Program

Operations Data SIPP
1

CPS
2

ACS
3

NHANES
4

2007 $31,009 NR $16,905 NA NA

2008 $37,113 NR $22,629 NA NA

2007-08 $68,122 NR $39,534 NA $61,689

2009 $54,754 $43,354 $33,042 NA NA

2010 $66,618 $52,121 $37,617 NA NA
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 The ACS does not include questions about SNAP benefit amounts.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.5
Average Monthly SNAP Benefits per Person, 2007-2010:

FNS Program Operations Data, SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Average Benefits per Person

Year
Program

Operations Data SIPP
1

CPS
2

ACS
3

NHANES
4

2007 $97 NR $72 NA NA

2008 $106 NR $81 NA NA

2007-08 $102 NR $77 NA $77

2009 $129 $110 $94 NA NA

2010 $134 $114 $93 NA NA
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3

The ACS does not include questions about SNAP benefit amounts.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.3
Number of Households, and Individuals in SNAP Households, that

Ever Participated in the Last Year (in thousands), 2009-2010: CPS and ACS
Ever Participated in the Last Year

Households
Individuals in SNAP

Households

Year CPS
1

ACS
2

CPS
1

ACS
2

2009 11,020 NA 34,469 NA

2010 12,664 NA 39,031 NA

2009-2010 Average 11,842 13,586 36,750 45,712

Ratio of ACS:CPS 1.1473 1.2439

Average CPS Coverage Rate 2009-2010 57.25 81.89

Estimated ACS Coverage Rate 2009-2010 65.68 101.86
1 Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS
2 Source: 2010 ACS
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported
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Table C.6
Average Monthly Number of SNAP Participants as a Percentage of

FNS Program Operations Data, 2007-2010: SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Average Monthly Participation

Units Households Individuals

Year SIPP1 SIPP1 CPS2 ACS3 NHANES4 SIPP1

2007 NR NR 54.6 NR
87.7

NR

2008 NR NR 58.3 NR NR

2009 80.9 75.1 58.1
65.7

NA 92.8

2010 77.8 71.3 56.5 NA 91.8
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 Source: 2010 ACS. The ACS survey estimate of underreporting (which spans two calendar years) is obtained indirectly by comparing to CPS
estimates of households ever participating in the last year.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES. The 2007-08 NHANES estimate is shown as a percentage of the average of the 2007 and 2008 administrative
benchmarks.
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.7
Average Monthly Individuals in SNAP Households as a Percentage of

FNS Program Operations Data, 2007-2010: SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Year SIPP1 CPS2 ACS3 NHANES4

2007 NR 73.1 NA
120.3

2008 NR 80.1 NA

2009 109.5 82.7
101.9

NA

2010 107.6 81.1 NA
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 Source: 2010 ACS. The ACS survey estimate of underreporting (which spans two calendar years) is obtained indirectly by comparing to CPS
estimates of households ever participating in the last year.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported

Table C.8
Aggregate Annual SNAP Benefits as a Percentage of

FNS Program Operations Data, 2007-2010: SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Aggregate Annual Benefits

Year SIPP
1

CPS
2

ACS
3

NHANES
4

2007 NR 54.5 NA
90.6

2008 NR 61.0 NA

2009 79.2 60.3 NA NA

2010 78.2 56.5 NA NA
1 Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 The ACS does not include questions about SNAP benefit amounts.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported
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Table C.9
Average Monthly SNAP Benefits per Person as a Percent of

FNS Program Operations Data, 2007-2010: SIPP, CPS, ACS, and NHANES
Average Benefits per Person

Year SIPP
1

CPS
2

ACS
3

NHANES
4

2007 NR 74.6 NA
75.3

2008 NR 76.2 NA

2009 85.3 73.0 NA NA

2010 85.3 69.6 NA NA
1

Source: 2008 SIPP panel
2 Source: 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 CPS
3 The ACS does not include questions about SNAP benefit amounts.
4 Source: 2007-2008 NHANES
NA = Not available
NR = Not reported
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APPENDIX D: PATTERNS OF SNAP UNDERREPORTING

Table D.1
Distribution of Households by Selected Characteristics, 2009 and 2010: QC SIPP and CPS

(in percents)
Average Monthly Participants

QC
1

Units SIPP
2

Units
SIPP

2

Households
CPS

3

Households

Characteristic 2009 FY 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010
Total Number of Units/Households (in thousands) 15,848 18,350 13,025 15,029 12,089 13,778 9,356 10,912

Unit/Household Size

1 46.7 47.7 35.1 35.5 22.6 22.3 22.9 24.5

2-3 34.8 34.2 39.4 38.6 39.5 39.2 40.6 40.5

4-5 15.3 15.1 19.8 20.4 27.2 28.1 27.1 26.3

6+ 3.2 3.1 5.8 5.6 10.8 10.5 9.4 8.7

Average Unit/Household Size (persons) 2.2 2.2 2.6 2.6 3.2 3.2 3.1 3.0

Unit/Household Composition

With children 49.5 48.7 53.5 51.8 59.1 58.0 57.4 55.6

Preschool-age children (0-4) 26.5 25.6 27.9 26.1 30.8 29.4 28.7 27.5

School-age children (5-17) 36.9 36.7 40.6 40.0 46.4 46.2 45.9 44.3

Single adult with children 28.6 27.2 29.4 27.3 21.5 19.6 21.9 20.0

No children 50.5 51.3 46.5 48.3 40.9 42.0 42.6 44.4

With elderly (60+) 16.1 15.5 18.8 19.2 23.9 24.4 23.7 24.7

Elderly living alone 13.0 12.4 9.2 9.0 9.9 9.9 9.8 10.5

No elderly 83.9 84.5 81.2 80.8 76.1 75.7 73.3 75.3

With nonelderly disabled 20.7 19.8 16.1 16.4 16.9 17.4 15.5 15.1

No nonelderly disabled 79.4 80.2 83.9 83.6 83.1 82.7 84.5 84.9

Age of Unit/Household Head
4

<18 6.4 6.6 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.3

18-24 12.4 12.6 13.7 13.1 8.9 7.3 9.3 9.8

25-44 41.8 41.7 47.0 47.2 44.4 44.7 44.7 43.2

45-64 28.3 28.6 27.5 27.9 32.2 33.5 31.8 32.3

65+ 11.1 10.5 11.7 11.7 14.5 14.5 13.9 14.4

Gross Unit/Household Income as a Percentage of Poverty Level

0% (no gross income) 18.3 19.8 12.2 12.5 6.8 6.5 3.8 3.9

1-50% 23.9 23.5 18.0 16.7 15.5 14.8 17.6 16.5

51-100% 43.5 42.1 34.9 34.5 32.2 32.0 35.5 34.0

101-130% 11.1 11.2 13.8 13.9 14.7 14.6 15.5 15.7

131-200% 3.0 3.4 13.1 13.4 16.2 16.9 17.1 17.4

200%+ 0.1 0.1 8.1 9.1 14.6 15.2 10.5 12.5

Distribution of Units/Households by Monthly SNAP Benefit Amount

$50 or less 8.1 7.1 9.9 8.4 9.1 7.7 7.3 8.1

$51-100 7.9 6.9 10.3 9.5 9.3 8.5 10.3 10.2

$101-200 37.6 40.3 32.0 33.4 29.1 29.4 30.8 30.3

$201-300 8.0 7.6 14.1 13.1 13.9 12.8 15.4 14.6

$301-400 15.6 15.4 14.0 14.9 13.9 15.1 13.8 15.6

$401 or more 22.7 22.6 19.7 20.8 24.7 26.5 22.5 21.3
1 Source: FY2009 and FY2010 QC data. Note the QC estimates reflect calendar year 2009 and fiscal year 2010. FY2011 data are not yet available
to construct estimates of calendar year 2010.
2

Source: 2008 SIPP Panel
3 Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS
4 2009 QC data contain 4 cases (0.01%) with missing data for age of unit head. FY2010 QC data contain 3 cases (0.01%) with missing data for age
of unit head.
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Table D.2
Distribution of Households That Ever Participated in SNAP in the Last Year,

By Selected Characteristics, 2009-2010: CPS and ACS (in Percents)
Households That Ever Participated in the Last Year

Percent
Distribution

Difference
ACS-CPS

Characteristic CPS
1

ACS
2

Total Number of Households (in thousands) 11,842 13,586 1,744

Unit/Household Size

1 23.1 21.6 -1.4

2-3 41.4 39.7 -1.7

4-5 26.8 27.7 0.9

6+ 8.7 11.0 2.3

Average Unit/Household Size (persons) 3.0 3.2 0.2

Unit/Household Composition

With children 56.7 56.6 -0.1

Preschool-age children (0-4) 28.3 29.6 1.3

School-age children (5-17) 44.7 44.6 -0.1

Single adult with children 20.3 17.2 -3.1

No children 43.3 43.5 0.1

With elderly (60+) 22.9 24.7 1.8

Elderly living alone 9.5 9.3 -0.2

No elderly 77.1 75.3 -1.8

With nonelderly disabled 14.2 14.6 0.4

No nonelderly disabled 85.8 85.4 -0.4

Age of Unit/Household Head
5

<18 0.4 0.1 -0.4

18-24 10.1 7.7 -2.4

25-44 44.8 43.9 -0.8

45-64 31.8 34.4 2.6

65+ 13.0 13.9 0.9

Gross Unit/Household Income as a Percentage of Poverty Level

0% (no gross income) 3.6 3.1 -0.4

1-50% 16.2 15.5 -0.7

51-100% 33.1 30.6 -2.5

101-130% 15.5 13.7 -1.8

131-200% 18.8 17.7 -1.2

200%+ 12.8 19.4 6.6
1 Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS
2 Source: 2010 ACS
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Table D.3
Differences Between the QC and Survey Estimates of the Distribution of Households

By Selected Characteristics, 2009 and 2010: SIPP, CPS, and ACS (in Percentage Points)
Difference Between the Survey Estimate and QC Estimate

Average Monthly Participants
Ever Participated in

Last Year

SIPP
1

Units
SIPP

1

Households
CPS

2

Households
ACS

3

Households

Characteristic 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010
Total Number of Units/Households (in
thousands) -2,822 -3,321 -3,759 -4,572 -6,492 -7,438 -2,262 -4,764
Unit/Household Size
1 -11.6 -12.2 -24.1 -25.4 -23.9 -23.1 -25.1 -26.0
2-3 4.6 4.4 4.7 5.0 5.8 6.3 4.9 5.5
4-5 4.5 5.3 11.9 13.0 11.8 11.2 12.4 12.6
6+ 2.6 2.5 7.6 7.4 6.2 5.6 7.8 8.0
Average Unit/Household Size
(persons) 0.4 0.4 1.0 1.0 0.9 0.8 1.0 1.0
Unit/Household Composition
With children 4.0 3.1 9.6 9.3 7.9 6.9 7.0 7.9

Preschool-age children (0-4) 1.4 0.4 4.3 3.8 2.2 1.9 3.1 4.0
School-age children (5-17) 3.6 3.4 9.5 9.6 9.0 7.6 7.6 7.9
Single adult with children 0.8 0.1 -7.2 -7.6 -6.8 -7.2 -11.4 -10.0

No children -4.0 -3.1 -9.6 -9.3 -7.9 -6.9 -7.0 -7.9

With elderly (60+) 2.7 3.6 7.8 8.8 7.6 9.2 8.6 9.2
Elderly living alone -3.8 -3.4 -3.1 -2.6 -3.2 -2.0 -3.7 -3.2

No elderly -2.7 -3.6 -7.8 -8.8 -10.6 -9.2 -8.6 -9.2

With nonelderly disabled -4.6 -3.4 -3.8 -2.5 -5.1 -4.7 -6.0 -5.2
No nonelderly disabled 4.6 3.4 3.8 2.5 5.1 4.7 6.0 5.2
Age of Unit/Household Head
<18 -6.2 -6.4 -6.4 -6.6 -6.0 -6.3 -6.3 -6.6
18-24 1.2 0.5 -3.6 -5.3 -3.2 -2.8 -4.7 -4.9
25-44 5.2 5.5 2.6 3.1 2.9 1.6 2.2 2.3
45-64 -0.8 -0.7 3.9 4.8 3.5 3.6 6.1 5.8
65+ 0.7 1.2 3.4 4.0 2.8 3.9 2.8 3.4
Gross Unit/Household Income as a Percentage of Poverty Level
0% (no gross income) -6.1 -7.3 -11.5 -13.2 -14.4 -15.9 -15.1 -16.6
1-50% -6.0 -6.8 -8.4 -8.7 -6.3 -7.0 -8.4 -8.0
51-100% -8.7 -7.6 -11.3 -10.1 -8.0 -8.1 -12.9 -11.5
101-130% 2.7 2.7 3.6 3.4 4.4 4.6 2.6 2.5
131-200% 10.1 9.9 13.2 13.5 14.1 14.0 14.7 14.3
200%+ 7.9 9.0 14.4 15.1 10.3 12.4 19.3 19.3
Distribution of Units/Households by Monthly SNAP Benefit Amount
$50 or less 1.7 1.2 1.0 0.6 -0.8 1.0 NA NA
$51-100 2.4 2.6 1.4 1.6 2.4 3.3 NA NA
$101-200 -5.6 -6.9 -8.6 -10.9 -6.9 -10.0 NA NA
$201-300 6.1 5.5 5.9 5.2 7.4 7.0 NA NA
$301-400 -1.7 -0.5 -1.7 -0.3 -1.8 0.1 NA NA
$401 or more -3.0 -1.8 2.0 3.9 -0.2 -1.4 NA NA
Note: Differences are calculated by subtracting similar years of the QC estimate from the survey estimate (e.g. 2010 SIPP - 2010 QC estimates are based on
calendar year 2009 and fiscal year 2010. The 2009-2010 ACS differences are calculated by separately subtracting the 2009 and 2010 QC estimates from
the 2009-2010 ACS estimate.
Note: The differences between the ACS and QC estimates should be interpreted with caution, as they are not directly comparable. The ACS estimates of
distributions of characteristics are based on households that ever participated in SNAP in the last year, while the QC estimates reflect average monthly
households participating in SNAP. See Table 3b for a comparison of these two different populations in CPS.
1 Source: 2008 SIPP Panel
2 Source: 2010 and 2011 CPS
3 Source: 2010 ACS
NA = Not available
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APPENDIX E: DEFINITIONS OF SNAP HOUSEHOLD
CHARACTERISTICS

Table E.1
Definition of SNAP Household Characteristics

Examined for Patterns of SNAP Underreporting: QC, SIPP, CPS, and ACS
Characteristic Data Source Unit of Analysis Definition

Household/Unit
Size

QC Unit Constructed, certified unit size: Number of individuals
eligible and entitled to receive SNAP benefits

SIPP Unit Number of individuals within the household who are
covered by SNAP

Household Number of individuals in the household

CPS Household Number of individuals in the household

ACS Household Number of individuals in the household

Household/Unit Composition:

With children
(0-17)

QC Unit Children ages 0-17 are present in the SNAP unit

SIPP Unit Children ages 0-17 are present in the SNAP unit

Household Children ages 0-17 are present in the household

CPS Household Children ages 0-17 are present in the household

ACS Household Children ages 0-17 are present in the household

With preschool-
age children
(0-4)

QC Unit Children ages 0-4 are present in the SNAP unit

SIPP Unit Children ages 0-4 are present in the SNAP unit

Household Children ages 0-4 are present in the household

CPS Household Children ages 0-4 are present in the household

ACS Household Children ages 0-4 are present in the household

With school-age
children (5-17)

QC Unit Children ages 5-17 are present in the SNAP unit

SIPP Unit Children ages 5-17 are present in the SNAP unit

Household Children ages 5-17 are present in the household

CPS Household Children ages 5-17 are present in the household

ACS Household Children ages 5-17 are present in the household

Single adult
with children

QC Unit SNAP unit includes only one adult (unmarried) and one or
more children

SIPP Unit SNAP unit includes only one adult (unmarried) and one or
more children

Household Household includes only one adult (unmarried) and one or
more children

CPS Household Household includes only one adult and one or more
children

ACS Household Household includes only one adult (unmarried) and one or
more children

With elderly
(60+)

QC Unit Individuals age 60 or older are present in the SNAP unit

SIPP Unit Individuals age 60 or older are present in the SNAP unit

Household Individuals age 60 or older are present in the household

CPS Household Individuals age 60 or older are present in the household

ACS Household Individuals age 60 or older are present in the household

Elderly living
alone

QC Unit SNAP unit includes only one individual, who is age 60 or
older

SIPP Unit SNAP unit/household includes only one individual, who is
age 60 or older

Household Household includes only one individual, who is age 60 or
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Characteristic Data Source Unit of Analysis Definition

older

CPS Household Household includes only one individual, who is age 60 or
older

ACS Household Household includes only one individual, who is age 60 or
older

With nonelderly
disabled

QC Unit Indicator of a SNAP unit with 1) nonelderly SSI recipients,
2) a medical expense deduction and no elderly individuals,
or 3) nonelderly individuals who do not appear to be
working and are receiving Social Security, veterans’
benefits, or workers’ compensation. Note: The QC
documentation recommends caution when using this
variable, as it probably undercounts the true number of
disabled individuals in the SNAP unit.

1

SIPP Unit SNAP unit includes at least one individual who is age 59 or
younger and receives SSI

Household Household includes at least one individual who is age 59 or
younger and receives SSI

CPS Household Household includes at least one individual who is age 59 or
younger and receives SSI

ACS Household Household includes at least one individual who is age 59 or
younger and receives SSI

Age of
household/unit
head

QC Unit Age of the head of the SNAP unit. The head of the SNAP
unit is defined as the first person in the SNAP unit who is
listed as the head of the household. If no one in the SNAP
unit is listed as the head of the household, then the first
adult in the SNAP unit is considered the head of the unit. If
the unit includes neither a head of household nor an adult
(child-only units), then the oldest child is counted as the
head of the SNAP unit.

SIPP Unit Age of the head of the SNAP unit. Head of the SNAP unit is
identified by the respondent.

Household Age of the head of the household

CPS Household Age of the head of the household

ACS Household Age of the head of the household

Gross
household/unit
income as a
percentage of
poverty level

QC Unit Total monthly gross income of the SNAP unit, divided by
the net income screen, multiplied by 100 percent. Net
income screen refers to the SNAP eligibility limit,
determined by unit size. The SNAP net income limits are
based on the HHS poverty guidelines, which vary according
to unit size and State. Fiscal Year 2009 (2010) net income
limits are derived by dividing the 2008 (2009) HHS poverty
guidelines by 12 and rounding up to the nearest dollar.

2

SIPP Unit Summed total of monthly gross income of the SNAP unit
members, divided by the relevant threshold based on the
HHS poverty guidelines, multiplied by 100 percent. HHS
poverty guidelines were divided by 12 to get monthly
thresholds. 2008 HHS poverty guidelines were used for
January through September 2009, and 2009 HHS poverty
guidelines were used for October 2009 through December
2010. (HHS poverty guidelines remained the same for
2009 and 2010).
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Characteristic Data Source Unit of Analysis Definition

Household Total monthly gross income of the household, divided by
the relevant threshold based on the HHS poverty
guidelines, multiplied by 100 percent. HHS poverty
guidelines were divided by 12 to get a monthly threshold.
2008 HHS poverty guidelines were used for January
through September 2009, and 2009 HHS poverty guidelines
were used for October 2009 through December 2010.
(HHS poverty guidelines remained the same for 2009 and
2010).

CPS Household Total annual gross income of the household, divided by the
relevant threshold based on the HHS poverty guidelines,
multiplied by 100 percent. For calendar year 2009, a
weighted poverty threshold was used: (9*2008 HHS
guidelines + 3*2009 HHS guidelines)/12. For calendar year
2010, the 2009 HHS guidelines were used, since the HHS
poverty guidelines remained the same for 2009 and 2010.

ACS Household The annual sample for the ACS is divided among the 12
months. For each month, the reference period for income
and program participation is the preceding 12 months, so
the appropriate poverty threshold for SNAP varies with the
month in which the data were collected. For households
that provided data in January 2010, the reference period is
January 2009 through December 2009, and the poverty
threshold would be a weighted average of the 2008 and
2009 HHS poverty guidelines, where the weights are 9 and
3, respectively, corresponding to 9 months in which the
2008 guidelines were applicable and 3 months in which the
2009 guidelines were applicable. For households that
provided data in February 2010, the weights are 8 and 4.
For households that provided data in March 2010, the
weights are 7 and 5, and so on, through December 2010,
where the reference period is December 2009 through
November 2010. In this case the 2009 HHS guidelines are
applicable throughout the reference period because the
guidelines did not change between 2009 and 2010. The
survey month is not identified in the public use file, so a
single threshold must be applied. Over the entire 2010
calendar year then, the applicable threshold is: (45*HHS
2008 guidelines + 99*HHS 2009 guidelines)/144

Monthly SNAP
benefit amount

QC Unit Final calculated monthly SNAP benefit amount

SIPP Unit Monthly SNAP benefit received by the unit head

Household Total monthly food stamp benefit amount received in the
household

CPS Household Monthly benefit amount calculated by dividing the total
benefits received over the calendar year by the number of
months benefits were received during the year

ACS Household N/A
1 See, for example, Eslami et al., 2011.
2 This variable was provided on the QC data file. The definition shown here reflects the definition provided in Eslami et al. (2011).
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