P * * Centeron
A—l ) Opportunity and
-F Social Mobility

PERSPECTIVES ON
OPPORTUNITY

End Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility in SNAP

and Address Benefit Cliffs

Angela Rachidi and Erik Randolph

September 2025

Broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE) in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
is an administrative function with broad implications for SNAP caseloads and expenditures. Though
Congress originally established BBCE as a way to lower administrative burden and increase program
efficiency, states have used it in recent decades to expand SNAP eligibility beyond statutory income

eligibility limits of 130 percent of the federal poverty level and other eligibility conditions. While

ending the BBCE policy would return eligibility limits to their Congressional intent, an inadvertent

downside would be that benefit cliffs for SNAP participants would worsen in the states that currently

use the policy to expand income eligibility limits. We propose a solution—end BBCE but realign the

benefit structure to reduce benefit cliffs uniformly.

"Categorical eligibility” is a term for the policy of allow-
ing households to automatically qualify (that is, be made
“categorically eligible”) for one government bene-
fit based on their receipt of another. It is often used in
connection with the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP), for which categorical eligibility can
be obtained through receipt of benefits from other
safety-net programs, specifically Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) and Supplemental Secu-
rity Income (SSI), programs providing means-tested
cash benefits to families with children, seniors, or
disabled individuals.

The motivation for categorical eligibility in public assis-
tance programs is to reduce the burden on participants
and agencies involved in determining eligibility for mul-
tiple programs. SNAP, TANF, and SSI are all authorized

in federal law and supported fully or partially with fed-
eral funds, and they all provide benefits to low-income
households. The three programs have similar eligibility
rules and requirements for cash assistance, although, as
described below, welfare reform in 1996 created TANF
and gave states flexibility to offer noncash benefits to
recipients and expand income eligibility criteria.
Conferring categorical eligibility is a sensible
approach when program requirements align, as it
streamlines access and reduces administrative bur-
den. However, current law has left the door open to
expanded use by federal officials and states adminis-
tering benefits. When the TANF program replaced Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) in 1996,
the formerly close alignment between SNAP and TANF
eligibility and benefits changed. The new TANF block



grant gave states broad flexibility to determine bene-
fit eligibility and use program funds, including allow-
ing states to provide noncash benefits to families with
incomes above SNAP’s limit.

Over time, federal officials have interpreted the
meaning of TANF “benefits” generously, allowing states
to confer SNAP eligibility on households with incomes
above that program's statutory threshold—130 percent
of the federal poverty level (FPL)—based on households’
receipt of minimal TANF-funded benefits. Federal offi-
cials have further allowed states to waive asset tests alto-
gether, and even ignore net income limits, by using this
broader concept of TANF benefits. The federal govern-
ment termed this practice “broad-based categorical eli-
gibility” (BBCE) because it applies a broader definition
of TANF benefits and services than the traditional cat-
egorical eligibility standard, and it's far broader than the
monthly cash assistance that typified the previous AFDC
benefits used to confer SNAP eligibility.

In the decades since 1996, federal policymakers and
then state program administrators have conferred SNAP
eligibility based on the beneficiary's receipt of gener-
ously defined “token” TANF benefits or services. They
are viewed as token benefits because states contrive
ways to use TANF-funded activities to confer SNAP eli-
gibility on families, such as through the family’s receipt
of a TANF-funded brochure or a written referral to a
TANF-funded hotline.

In the 2018 Farm Bill, the House of Representatives
approved ending the use of BBCE based on token
TANF benefits—a practice widely viewed as an effort
to circumvent federal law to expand SNAP access to
otherwise ineligible households. However, the provi-
sion was not included in the final legislation.! The US
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition
Service (FNS) also proposed eliminating the use of
BBCE through federal regulation in 2019, but that effort
was disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Expanding eligibility for SNAP in this way circum-
vents the program'’s statutory requirements that Con-
gress established for asset, gross income, and net
income limits by conferring eligibility on households
that never actually received cash assistance from

1 Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018, Pub. L. No. 115-334.

TANF. It expands caseloads and requires additional
federal funding to support eligible households. And
it exposes additional households to SNAP’s marriage
disincentives and a benefit phaseout that discourages
increased earnings.

However, BBCE presents one notable benefit that
policymakers should not overlook. Although BBCE was
never intended to address benefit cliffs, by allowing
states to expand income eligibility to higher-income
households, the practice has inadvertently made
SNAP’s benefit cliffs less severe. Benefit cliffs happen
when a household loses more in additional earnings
due to taxes and lost benefits than what it gains from
the additional earnings. These cliffs typically occur due
to the loss of safety-net program benefits, especially
if the program insufficiently tapers benefits as income
rises. A benefit cliff can also refer to a situation in which
a household loses a large share of additional earnings
due to taxes and lost benefits but remains financially
better off, although only marginally.

If BBCE were eliminated, SNAP's benefit cliffs would
worsen, and more households would experience work
disincentives on the intensive margin, affecting the
number of hours a person chooses to work or their
efforts to increase their hourly wage.? For SNAP house-
holds, this would mean that as their earnings increase
and they approach one of SNAP's income eligibility
limits, they stand to lose a fairly large amount of gov-
ernment assistance. This dynamic can serve as a strong
employment disincentive. Fortunately, policy adjust-
ments can be made in tandem with ending BBCE to
mitigate this abrupt change in benefits and counteract
such employment disincentives for affected families.
These include ensuring that the SNAP benefit structure
aligns the maximum benefit, phaseout rate, and pro-
gram exit point.

In what follows, we outline the history of categori-
cal eligibility and BBCE and explain the implications of
eliminating BBCE for SNAP's benefit cliffs. We conclude
that ending BBCE remains sound policy, as it would curb
states’ ability to exploit administrative loopholes and
better ensure that limited public resources are directed
to the neediest families. However, this change must be

2 Inaddition, if BBCE were eliminated, households that earn enough to be eligible for SNAP only because of BBCE would experience larger
extensive-margin work disincentives, because choosing to work would cause them to lose their entire SNAP benefit instead of only some of it.
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accompanied by reforms that address benefit cliffs to
avoid inadvertently disincentivizing employment. We
end by reintroducing a proposal to address benefit cliffs
in SNAP and discussing potential alternatives.

The History of Categorical Eligibility
and Its Expansion

Categorical eligibility is meant to reduce administrative
burden by granting eligibility for one program based
on verified information from other programs. When
eligibility standards across programs align, categor-
ical eligibility is a reasonable practice to reduce par-
ticipants’ and agencies’ administrative burdens, but it
is important to understand its historical and contextual
significance in TANF and SNAP.

Although SNAP’s roots date back to the original
Food Stamp Program in 1939 and its resurrection with
the Food Stamp Act of 19643 the first nationwide eli-
gibility standards for program access did not emerge
until the early 1970s. The first evidence of conferring
eligibility based on participation in other public assis-
tance programs also emerged then. In 1971, Congress
required state agencies administering the Food Stamp
Program to grant eligibility to households receiv-
ing public assistance by executing an affidavit.4 Con-
gress removed this provision with the Food Stamp Act
of 1977, instead requiring states to notify “recipients
of [AFDC], [SSI], and unemployment compensation” of
the program’s availability.5

Apparently unsatisfied with this solution, Congress
incrementally reinserted certain automatic eligibility

provisions for AFDC recipients throughout the 1980s
(Aussenberg and Falk 2022, 3).1n 1982, AFDC recipients
were exempted from the Food Stamp Program’s asset
tests because AFDC had its own asset test.6 In 1985,
AFDC and SSl recipients became automatically eligible
for food stamps, thus subjecting them to only those pro-
grams’ asset and income tests and not the Food Stamp
Program’s tests, with a sunset date for this practice set for
September 30, 1989.7

However, the sunset date was removed in 1988,
making categorical eligibility a permanent feature
of the Food Stamp Program.8 This provision was
accepted because the asset and income limits for
AFDC, SSI, and the Food Stamp Program were gen-
erally aligned. In 1990 and 1991, categorical eligibility
was expanded to include state and local general assis-
tance as long as the income limits were comparable
to or more restrictive than the Food Stamp Program’s
income limitations.?

This alignment of eligibility terms across programs
ended with the passage of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996,10
which replaced AFDC with the TANF block grant pro-
gram." The law also made conforming amendments
to the Food Stamp Act, clarifying that the categorical
eligibility language referred to the new TANF program
as it did to AFDC. While the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act dramatically
expanded the breadth of benefits that states could pro-
vide using TANF funds, the conference report accom-
panying it provided no guidance defining a TANF
benefit for the purposes of transferring categorical eli-
gibility from AFDC to TANF (Kasich 1996). Nor did the

3 The 1939 program was terminated in 1943. President John F. Kennedy resurrected it as a pilot program, and President Lyndon B. Johnson
signed the Food Stamp Act of 1964, which authorized a national Food Stamp Program. However, the 1964 law relied on state governments to
determine eligibility for “those households whose income is determined to be a substantial limiting factor in the attainment of a nutritionally

adequate diet.” Food Stamp Act of 1964, Pub. L. No. 88-525, § 5(a).

4 An Act to Amend the Food Stamp Act of 1964, as Amended, Pub. L. No. 91-671.
5 The law specified that the “act may be cited as the 'Food Stamp Act of 1977 Food Stamp Act of 1977, Pub. L. No. 95-113, § T1.

6 Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1982, Pub. L. No. 97-253, Title |.

7 Food Security Act of 1985, Pub. L. No. 99-198, Title XV.
8 Hunger Prevention Act of 1988, Pub. L. No. 100-435, Title II.

9 Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act Amendments of 1990, Pub. L. No. 101-624; and Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade

Act Amendments of 1991, Pub. L. No. 102-237.

10 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-193.

11 Social Security Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 601-19 (2025).
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question of what constituted a TANF benefit enter any
of the debates on the bill or the committee reports,?
meaning the legislative history offers little guidance on
how to define a TANF benefit for this purpose.

As the statutory language indicates, categorical eli-
gibility depends on all household members “receiv-
ing benefits” from a program, such as TANF!3 When
the Food Stamp Program was enacted, AFDC benefits
were cash benefits based on each state's definition of
“need,” a limit on personal property, the consistent treat-
ment of earned and unearned income, and a payment
standard. Although AFDC originated during the Great
Depression as the Aid to Dependent Children program,
Congress began to impose various work requirements,
work incentives, and job-training requirements on AFDC
recipients in the 1960s. In 1981, Congress allowed states
to experiment with welfare-to-work programs (Falk
2025; HHS 1998).

In 1996, Congress eliminated the AFDC program and
replaced it with the TANF block grant program, which
allows states to provide benefits well beyond traditional
cash. Specifically, TANF gives states more flexibility to
address four essential purposes:

1. Assist needy families so children may be cared forin
their own homes or in the homes of relatives.

2. End needy parents’ dependence on government
benefits by promoting job preparation, work, and
marriage.

3. Prevent and reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancies
and establish annual numerical goals for preventing
and reducing these pregnancies.

4. Encourage the formation and maintenance of two-
parent families.4

To receive federal TANF funds, a state must spend its
own money (generally, at least 75 percent of its former
AFDC spending) on activities, programs, or projects

meeting one of these four broad goals. This state spend-
ing is known as maintenance of effort (MOE).

From this beginning, TANF has continued offering
cash assistance to needy families, but that has declined
over time as needs and state priorities have shifted.
In fiscal year (FY) 1999, 62 percent of TANF and
MOE funds went to basic assistance, and 12 percent—
the second-largest category—went to childcare services
(HHS 2000). By FY2023, basic assistance had dropped
to 24.6 percent of all funding. While that remained
the largest single category, childcare services, pre-K,
and Head Start edged out basic assistance, using
24.7 percent of all funds. Other top categories include
program management (10.1 percent); refundable tax
credits (9.0 percent); child welfare services (7.9 percent);
work, education, and training activities (7.9 percent); chil-
dren and youth services (3.9 percent); and transfers to
the social services block grant (3.3 percent). All other
services are 3 percent or less, including out-of-wedlock
pregnancy prevention (0.7 percent) and fatherhood and
two-parent family programs (0.5 percent) (OFA 2024).

Simultaneously, as TANF has shifted away from offer-
ing traditional cash assistance, federal programs such
as the refundable earned income tax credit and child
tax credit have increased in importance, growing to a
combined $89 billion in cash payments to low-income
families in 2025 (Swagel 2025, 6).1°> For comparison,
the federal share of the TANF block grant has remained
at $16.5 billion annually following welfare reform in
1996 (Falk 2024).

Since categorical eligibility for one program depends
on receiving benefits from another, the definition of
"benefit” is crucial. SNAP law defines “benefit” as “the
value of supplemental nutrition assistance provided to
a household” by electronic transfer, debit card, or other
means defined by the secretary of agriculture]6 How-
ever, while TANF and SSI are used to confer categori-
cal eligibility in SNAP, neither defines “benefit” explicitly,
making it difficult to determine what constitutes a ben-
efit for the purposes of categorical eligibility in SNAP.
In TANF, this lack of specificity has opened the door to

12 This observation is based on searching the congressional record and committee reports using ChatGPT.

13 Food Stamp Act of 1977, Pub. L. No. 95-113, § T1.

14 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-193, § 103.

15 The $89 billion includes the refundable portion of the earned income tax credit and child tax credit only; see Table 1.

16 7 CFR§271.2(2025).
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broad interpretations of a TANF benefit that, when com-
bined with the program’s expansion beyond basic
assistance, help explain how categorical eligibility for
SNAP became overly broad.

After TANF was implemented, FNS issued a mem-
orandum on July 14, 1999, that sought to clarify the
definition of "benefit” for the purposes of categori-
cal eligibility. The guidance expanded the meaning of
“benefit” from what had been traditionally understood
as “cash assistance” to include noncash assistance with
no means test, at each state’s discretion. According to
the guidance,

the food stamp law requires that any time all mem-
bers of a food stamp household receive or are
certified to receive cash, in-kind, or other benefits
funded under a State TANF program, the house-
hold is categorically eligible for food stamps. This
includes only TANF programs primarily funded
with Federal money under Title IV-A and pro-
grams primarily funded with State money that are
counted for [MOE] purposes under the TANF pro-
gram. MOE programs are included even if the pro-
gram eligibility criteria are different than the TANF
cash eligibility criteria.

State agencies must determine whether TANF
benefits are provided to all or only some members
of the food stamp household. Each agency must,
therefore, determine whether other people in the
household are benefiting from a TANF payment
or service (for example if TANF benefits are used
to subsidize a job for the head of household, the
entire household may benefit). . ..

Because the intent of the categorical eligibility
provision in the Food Stamp Act is to deem eli-
gibility for food stamp families already subjected
to an income and resource test under Title [V-A,
States have discretion over whether or not they
confer food stamp categorical eligibility to a
recipient of TANF-funded benefits that are not
limited to needy families. For example, if a State
does not have eligibility criteria for benefits pro-
vided under the TANF law’s third and fourth
purposes, a State may at its option choose not
to confer categorical eligibility to recipients of
these benefits. (O'Neil 1999)
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On November 21, 2000, USDA finalized the rule in
federal regulations in a way that was mostly consistent
with this guidance, making it clear that categorical eligi-
bility, at each state’s discretion, “applies not just to house-
holds receiving cash assistance under TANF-funded
programs but also to those receiving or authorized to
receive noncash or in-kind benefits or services from
such programs” (USDA 2000, 70134-212, 70169).

However, the final rule varied slightly from the
July 14, 1999, guidelines regarding income eligibility.
Because TANF's first two purposes—providing assis-
tance to needy families so children may be cared for
in their own homes or in those of relatives and ending
needy parents’ dependence on governmental ben-
efits through job preparation, work, and marriage—
are based on states’ definitions of “needy” families, no
additional income tests for food stamps were required
as long as the families met their respective states’ defi-
nitions of “needy.” However, TANF's third and fourth
purposes—preventing and reducing out-of-wedlock
pregnancies and encouraging the formation and mainte-
nance of two-parent families—are not restricted to needy
families, and USDA regulators believed it was “inappro-
priate to confer food stamp eligibility without income
eligibility criteria” (USDA 2000, 70134-212, 70169).

Therefore, for TANF's third and fourth purposes,
the regulations set an upper limit of 200 percent of
the FPL for income eligibility. According to the final
rule, this parameter was based on an analysis by the
Department of Health and Human Services showing
that for “services with income eligibility criteria, such
criteria tend to be set at 200 percent of the [FPL] or
lower (although some States may have income eligibil-
ity criteria at higher levels)” (USDA 2000, 70134-212,
70169). Essentially, federal regulations established a
new, higher-income eligibility limit for states to confer
SNAP eligibility on families receiving a TANF-funded
benefit—their incomes could be as high as 200 per-
cent of the FPL, compared with SNAP's statutory limit
of 130 percent of the FPL. In 2025 dollars, that means a
family of four in the contiguous 48 states or the District
of Columbia could qualify for SNAP via categorical eli-
gibility through TANF if it had an annual income as high
as $62,400, whereas the maximum income for an oth-
erwise identical family seeking eligibility only through
SNAP would be $40,560.



Figure 1. FNS Noncash Benefits Guidance Diagram
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The Creation of BBCE

Although the final guidelines from November 2000
established an upper income limit of 200 percent of the
FPL for conferring SNAP eligibility on TANF families,
the pivotal moment establishing the precise definition
of a TANF benefit resulted from another administrative
memorandum issued on September 30, 2009. Jessica
Shahin, SNAP’s associate administrator, sent a mem-
orandum with a handout and flowchart to regional
SNAP directors announcing that expanded categori-
cal eligibility based on receipt of even minimal non-
cash TANF benefits would be henceforth referred to
as BBCE. The memorandum went further, declaring
that such noncash TANF or MOE benefits may include
receiving “an informational pamphlet or 800-number”
for TANF-funded services (Shahin 2009). This has
provided a generous interpretation of what it means

17 The research included searches using ChatGPT.
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for every member of a SNAP household to receive a
TANF benefit.

This memorandum appears to be the first offi-
cial document permitting states to use an informa-
tional pamphlet or access to a TANF services hotline
to constitute a TANF or MOE service” As illustrated
in a flowchart attached to the memorandum, shown in
Figure 1, the requirement that all household mem-
bers must benefit was weakened, allowing state agen-
cies to make that determination. While the TANF- or
MOE-funded benefit needed to be composed of more
than 50 percent TANF or MOE funds to qualify, if it com-
prised less than 50 percent TANF or MOE funds, the
state could still confer categorical eligibility with FNS
approval. If the benefit was related to TANF's first and
second purposes, then categorical eligibility was auto-
matically conferred. If the service was related to TANF's
third and fourth purposes, states could confer eligibility



as long as the family receiving the benefit or service had
an income below 200 percent of the FPL.

Nothing in federal statute mentions using these token
TANF benefits to confer SNAP eligibility on families with
income up to 200 percent of the FPL. In fact, the law
intends to confer eligibility on SNAP households already
subject to asset and income tests according to Title IV-A
of the Social Security Act, which authorizes TANF8
Based on the 2009 FNS memorandum, a household
member could be given a pamphlet about the TANF
program, access to a toll-free number for TANF services,
or any of a state's MOE programs, and the state could
declare that every member in the household benefited
from the information. The household is eligible for SNAP
as long as it is defined as “needy” for TANF's first and
second purposes or meets the state's income limit for
TANF's third and fourth purposes by having an income
at or under 200 percent of the FPL.

As a subsequent memorandum clarified, households
were subject to only the needy family income test or the
BBCE income limit selected by the state. They were sub-
ject not to the SNAP asset test but the TANF asset test,
if one exists. States could also decide whether house-
holds were subject to the net income test (Foley 2009).
Importantly, SNAP eligibility was based on a household
having income below a gross income limit and a net
income limit)9 Net income reflects gross income minus
allowable deductions, and the limit is statutorily set at
100 percent of the FPL.

The definition of BBCE was expanded again on Jan-
vary 31, 2011, in another USDA memorandum. In addi-
tion to the beneficiary receiving a pamphlet or access
to a TANF services hotline, the state agency could sim-
ply issue a “notice of eligibility,” which could be as amor-
phous as a statement on an application form or a post on
a website. The memorandum stated the following:

Question 3: Does a State agency need a pam-
phlet to confer BBCE? Can it use the application
or notice of eligibility?

Answer: A State agency may use a pamphlet, appli-
cation, or notice of eligibility to confer categorical

18 Social Security Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 601-19 (2025).

eligibility or inform the household that it is autho-
rized to receive benefits from the program that
confers categorical eligibility. (Silbermann 2011)

This means that BBCE—including allowing the
receipt of a pamphlet oraccessto a toll-free number for
TANF services to confer SNAP eligibility—was entirely
a creation of the administrative state. On July 24, 2019,
under the first Trump administration, FNS proposed a
rule to rein in BBCE by linking it more closely to receiv-
ing “ongoing and substantial” benefits from TANF or
MOE programs:

Specifically, the Department propose[d]: (1) To
define “benefits” for categorical eligibility to mean
ongoing and substantial benefits; and (2) to limit
the types of non-cash TANF benefits conferring
categorical eligibility to those that focus on subsi-
dized employment, work supports and childcare.
The proposed rule would also require State agen-
cies to inform FNS of all non-cash TANF benefits
that confer categorical eligibility. (USDA 2019,
35570)

Comments on the proposed regulations were closed
in September 2019 and reopened in October 2019
(USDA 2019, 35570-89). The final rule was expected
sometime in early 2020, but in March 2020, the
COVID-19 pandemic hit, derailing FNS plans. Under the
Biden administration, the USDA withdrew the proposed
rule on June 10, 2021, leaving the existing administrative
rules surrounding BBCE in place (USDA 2021).

How States Use BBCE

The most recent FNS fact sheet on BBCE shows that
41 states and the District of Columbia have adopted
BBCE. All BBCE states and DC rely on brochures, pam-
phlets, flyers, phone numbers, statements on applica-
tions, or website notices to confer SNAP eligibility. DC
and 37 states have eliminated SNAP's asset limit under
BBCE. There does not seem to be a pattern to explain

19 Households without an elderly or disabled person must have gross incomes below 130 percent of the FPL and net incomes below

100 percent of the FPL, according to SNAP’s statutory requirements.
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why certain states adopt BBCE while others do not, nor
is there a clear rationale for states using different gross
income limits. The following summarizes the BBCE
states’ gross income limits.

e Twenty-six states and DC adopted the maximum
200 percent of the FPL.

e Four states adopted a gross income limit of
185 percent of the FPL.

* lowa adopted a limit of 160 percent of the FPL.

* Seven states adopted a limit of 130 percent of the FPL,
which is the same as the SNAP gross income limit.

* New York—counted among the 26 states in the first
bullet—adopted a limit of 200 percent of the FPLonly
for households with dependent care expenses. Oth-
erwise, the limit is 150 percent of the FPL.

e Guam adopted a limit of 165 percent of the FPL, and
the US Virgin Islands adopted a limit of 175 percent
of the FPL (FNS 2025a).

FNS does not routinely provide data on states using
BBCE to eliminate the net income test, which is another
option it allows, and states do not consistently report
this information. Therefore, we relied on a private non-
official website, SNAP Screener, which summarizes
SNAP eligibility rules across states. SNAP Screener
data suggest that DC and 36 of the 41 states using
BBCE, including through token TANF benefits, do not
apply the net income limit to confer SNAP eligibility
(SNAP Screener n.d.).

Importantly, the expanded income limits do not
necessarily mean that households with gross incomes
at those levels will receive a SNAP benefit. The SNAP
benefit amount depends on a number of factors,

including the maximum allowed benefit, income
deductions, and the net income test. Stated differ-
ently, a household with income below 200 percent of
the FPL might still have a $0 SNAP benefit calculated
even in a BBCE state with a higher gross income limit,
because the household has few deductions. However,
as income deductions and the maximum SNAP benefit
have increased through policy changes, more house-
holds at higher income levels have become eligible for
SNAP benefits above $0.

To estimate the number of SNAP households that
are determined eligible only because of BBCE, we
relied on analyses by research firm Mathematica cal-
culating SNAP participation rates.?0 Since releasing
its SNAP participation rate report for FY2008, for all
years except FY2011 and FY2021,21 Mathematica has
included estimates in its annual reports for the num-
ber of categorically eligible participants who would
not have been eligible based on federal rules—
that is, eligible only because of BBCE. We divided
those Mathematica estimates by the total number of
persons receiving benefits for each fiscal year, giving
us the proportion of SNAP participants eligible based
on BBCE alone.?2

As shown in Figure 2, the share of total SNAP partic-
ipants eligible only through BBCE increased after the
FY2009 memorandum outlined the criteria for states
using BBCE. Between FY2012 and FY2019, roughly 7.5
to 9 percent of SNAP participants were eligible solely
due to BBCE. The percentage of total SNAP partici-
pants eligible because of BBCE increased significantly
in FY2022 to nearly 14 percent, or 5.6 million individ-
uals, which is likely due to a combination of factors.
The increase in the maximum SNAP benefit in FY2021
meant that more households at higher income levels
were eligible for a positive SNAP benefit (FNS 2021).23
In addition, state agencies administering SNAP during
the pandemic may have been more proactive in enroll-
ing relatively higher-income households using BBCE,

20 FNS makes the report series available on its website. See FNS (2025b). The Mathematica reports are listed as the final report under each

series report. For the most recent report, see Vigil and Rahimi (2024).

21 Mathematica's report for FY2011 did not disclose the estimate of households that received SNAP benefits that were categorically eligible but
would not otherwise qualify for benefits under federal rules, and the firm did not release a report for FY2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

22 The participation data were pulled from the Mathematica report series on estimates of state participation. See FNS (2025c¢). These reports
give national participation data nearly identical to those published by the FNS on its “SNAP Data Tables” webpage after removing data from
territories. See FNS (2025d). The most recent report is Cunnyngham (2025).

23 FNS reevaluated the Thrifty Food Plan for FY2022, increasing the maximum benefit by 25 percent on average.
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Figure 2. Percentage of Total SNAP Participants Who Are Eligible Due to BBCE Only
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Source: Authors’ calculations using official participation reports produced by Mathematica Policy Research.
Note: We used Mathematica estimates of those who would qualify for SNAP via BBCE who would not qualify under federal eligibility rules.
We also used Mathematica estimates of total participation for regular SNAP benefits per states’ program data, as submitted to FNS under

contract for reports covering trends in SNAP participation rates.

and households may have remained on SNAP longer
due to pandemic-related changes to operations.

Eliminating BBCE and the Implications
for Benefit Cliffs

At first glance, eliminating BBCE has several advantages. It
would target SNAP benefits to the lowest-income house-
holds, increase SNAP's integrity by conferring eligibility on
only those with income below SNAP’s eligibility and asset
limits, prevent states from inflating caseloads to access
SNAP’s 100 percent federally funded benefits, and reduce
government costs. Furthermore, maintaining some form
of categorical eligibility (i.e., conferring eligibility on TANF
households that receive a cash benefit but not a noncash
benefit under BBCE) would be consistent with the law'’s
intent to reduce administrative burden on participants
and eligibility-determining agencies. However, eliminating
BBCE would result in one important downside—it would
make SNAP's benefit cliffs worse.

AEI CENTER ON OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL MOBILITY

The SNAP benefit formula is designed to phase out
at a rate of approximately 30 percent. In other words,
for every $1increase in net income (gross income minus
deductions), the SNAP benefit reduces by $0.30. For
example, a household with a single mother and two chil-
dren (i.e., three members) has a monthly net income of
$1,000 (after applying the standard deduction, shel-
ter deduction, and earnings disregard). The maximum
benefit for a household of three equals $768. The
SNAP benefit level for this household equals $468, or
$768 — ($1,000 x 0.3). If the household raises its net
income to $1,200, the SNAP benefit level reduces to
$408, or $768 - ($1,200 x 0.3). This SNAP household
loses $60 in SNAP benefits with an increase of $200 in
netincome, or 30 percent.

The goal of phaseouts is to gradually reduce SNAP
benefits as household income rises so the transition
off assistance is smooth and the reduction in benefits is
modest. However, SNAP benefits rarely phase out grad-
ually to zero as intended when income increases. This
occurs because the tapering of benefits occurs only after



Table 1. SNAP Benefit Amounts at Gross Income Limits

Assuming 130 Percent of the FPL Gross Income Test

Assuming 200 Percent of the FPL Gross Income Test

48 States and DC
Monthly
Gross Monthly  BenefitLossasa

Household Income SNAPLoss Percentage of

Size Limit at Exit Gross Income
One $1,473 $173 1.7%
Two $1,984 $285 14.4%
Three $2,495 $386 15.5%
Four $3,007 $462 15.4%

Using BBCE
48 States and DC
Monthly
Gross Monthly  BenefitLossasa

Household Income SNAPLoss Percentage of

Size Limit at Exit Gross Income

One $2,266 $23 1.0%

Two $2,929 $58 2.0%

Three $3,421 $164 4.8%

Four $3,913 $245 6.3%

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: This table uses the following parameters: monthly gross income, SNAP benefits at exit, households without disabled or elderly mem-
bers, fair market rent shelter costs, no other expense deductions, all income from earnings, no emergency allotments, and SNAP factors
effective October 1, 2022. Calculations based on authors’ computer modeling assuming the experiences for most states.

deductions, and households often lose net income eli-
gibility (100 percent of the FPL, respectively) before
benefits can be reduced to a level that can be easily
overcome with an income increase. The result is a finan-
cial cliff created by an abrupt loss in SNAP benefits, even
if the household is not subject to the gross income limit
or if the gross income limit was raised to 200 percent of
the poverty level. SNAP’s benefit cliffs were made sub-
stantially worse when FNS administratively increased
the maximum benefitamounts in October 2021 through
a routine reevaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan (GAO
2022). Higher maximum benefit amounts mean that the
benefit amount on exiting the program is also higher,
translating into an even more severe benefit cliff.

As Erik Randolph (2023)—one of the authors of this
report—shows, this can be particularly problematic for
households in a state without BBCE. Table 1 provides
an example of the SNAP benefit amount when house-
holds reach the gross income limit of 130 percent of the
FPL. For a household of three, this would mean losing
$386 in monthly SNAP benefits if its income exceeds
the gross income limit of $2,495 per month. Mean-
while, a household of three would need a pay raise of
more than $8.92 per hour (from $14.39 to $23.31 per

hour) to recover this loss in SNAP benefits.24

Some states’ use of BBCE partly addresses this
problem by extending the gross income limit by which
a household qualifies for SNAP (and in some cases the
net income limit). As shown in Table 1, in states that use
BBCE, the gross income limit is higher (between 150
and 200 percent of the FPL) than in states that do not
use it, and the SNAP benefit amount at exit is lower.
Notably, this is only the case when households have
such large deductions (such as for shelter, childcare,
or other deductible expenses) that their net income
remains below 100 percent of the FPL. However, in
some cases, states have also used BBCE to ignore the
net income test.

This reveals a dilemma. Using noncash TANF
benefits—such as informational pamphlets or access
to a TANF services hotline—to confer SNAP eligibil-
ity reflects a broad and arguably tenuous interpreta-
tion of the law. These minimal benefits are designed
to increase SNAP participation while reducing states’
administrative burdens. This approach effectively side-
steps the original intent of SNAP's authorizing legisla-
tion, which established specific eligibility rules, such as
the gross income limit of 130 percent of the FPL.

24 See Table 4 in Erik Randolph, “Solving the SNAP Benefit Cliff’, https://d1f2pmkajn85sd.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/

SNAP-Cliffs-Solution-v1.9.pdf.
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Figure 3. SNAP Benefits (for Three-Member Households): Benefit Reduction Rate Reform of 18 Percent

vs. Current Policy

48 States and Washington, DC, General Household Size 3 for Effective Date October 1, 2024
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Source: Rachidi and Randolph (2025).

Note: Current policy calculations assume the national average BBCE gross income limit of 181.3 percent of the FPL and that all income
comes from earnings and a weighted average for shelter costs using fair market rents, as published by the US Department of Housing

and Urban Development.

However, although BBCE was never intended to
address the problem of benefit cliffs, it has inadvertently
made them less severe. Eliminating BBCE would make
benefit cliffs worse in the states that use it, discourag-
ing SNAP recipients from working more hours or for
higher pay. Policymakers must consider solutions to
the benefit cliffs problem while proposing the elimina-
tion of BBCE.

A Compromise Solution

A compromise solution is to end BBCE and eliminate
the use of token TANF benefits to confer SNAP eligibil-
ity while adjusting the SNAP benefit structure to address
benefits cliffs. Essentially, there would be no need
for BBCE as a benefit cliffs solution if the SNAP bene-
fit aligned with the maximum benefit, tapering point,
benefit reduction rate, and exit point so the majority of
SNAP households’ benefits phase out to near $0 at an

AEI CENTER ON OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL MOBILITY

acceptable gross income amount as income increases.
(Congress could set this at 130 percent of the FPL or
higher.)

While SNAP eligibility and benefit calculations can
quickly become complex, the key point for policy-
makers is that benefits should gradually phase out as
income rises to prevent a sudden benefits drop when
eligibility ends. The existing benefit structure fails to
produce this outcome for many households. In a prior
proposal to eliminate SNAP's benefit cliffs (Rachidiand
Randolph 2025), we chose to maintain the existing
maximum benefit level while eliminating deductions
and beginning the tapering point at the first dollar of
income. This also requires increasing the gross income
eligibility limit for most households and makes the net
income limit obsolete (Figure 3).

Ours is not the only solution to SNAP's benefit cliffs,
however, and each proposal has inherent trade-offs.
For example, eliminating deductions would ensure
a smooth phaseout across all earnings levels, but the

1



policy change would weaken extensive-margin work
incentives for current SNAP recipients (influencing their
decision to work at all), because SNAP benefits would
be reduced for most working households but not for
nonworking households. Alternatively, policymakers
could reduce the maximum benefit and maintain cer-
tain deductions while adjusting the benefit reduction
rate and exit point, thus preserving work incentives
but doing less to target benefits to the lowest-income
households. Similarly, policymakers could simply
expand the income eligibility limit to something much
higher than 130 percent of the FPL, preserving work
incentives under BBCE but also its higher cost.

About the Authors

Conclusion

The key point is that eliminating BBCE in SNAP
makes policy sense, but it comes with an unintended
downside—making benefit cliffs worse and disincen-
tivizing employment among affected households. The
solution is to eliminate BBCE while adjusting SNAP
benefits to align the maximum benefit level, tapering
point, benefit reduction rate, and income exit point so
the SNAP benefit tapers gradually to zero instead of
dropping off a cliff. Getting this right will eliminate the
need for BBCE while addressing benefit cliffs and the
associated work disincentives.
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