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people. About one in four Americans participates in at least 
one food assistance program at some point during a given 
year.60 Expenditures for food assistance account for more 
than half of the USDA’s budget. In 2013 these expenditures 
totaled $155 billion—the thirteenth straight year in which 
spending exceeded the previous record.61 These efforts 
include a set of more targeted programs focused on partic-
ular populations with special nutrition needs (such as the 
National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs and the 
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children). But the largest food assistance 
program is the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), previously called the Food Stamp program. In 
2013, 47 million Americans participated in SNAP each 
month—the largest number ever.62

SNAP provides low-income families with vouchers to 
purchase food (typically dispersed via an electronic system 
using a plastic card similar to a bank debit card). For most 
poor families, the vouchers cover only part of the food 
budget. Families also spend some of their own cash to buy 
enough food for the month. The amount of food assistance 
that households receive is indexed to family income. In 

2013 these benefits averaged just over $133 per person (see 
Figure 17.3). If everyone in a household receives TANF or 
Supplemental Security Income (see Table 17.2), the house-
hold qualifies for SNAP benefits. Otherwise, qualifications 
are based on the number of people in a household and the 
household’s gross (total) and net (the amount remaining after 
deductions) monthly income. Through September 30, 2014, 
a four-person household would qualify for SNAP benefits if 
the household’s gross monthly income was less than $2,552 
and the net monthly income was less than $1,963.63 Money to 
authorize SNAP is included in the “farm bill,” a measure that 
spells out the federal government’s policies for agricultural 
and nutrition programs that is passed every four to five years. 
In 2013 and 2014, passage of the farm bill was held up after 
some House Republicans sympathetic to the Tea Party move-
ment insisted that SNAP spending needed to be reduced sig-
nificantly. Democrats and some Senate Republicans argued in 
response that such a move would be unfair. The final bill that 
President Obama signed into law cut the program by about 
$8 billion, or just 1 percent of its overall budget.64

Head Start Head Start—along with programs such as 
Medicare and Medicaid, which we turn to in a moment—was 
a major component of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. The 
program has provided preschool education for more than 27 
million low-income children since it began in 1965. Head 
Start is a different approach to helping the poor; it aims at 

Program 
name Description

Earned income tax 
credit

Supplements the incomes of working people with low or moderate incomes. Those eligible for the 
credit receive a payment from the government or a rebate on their taxes that effectively raises their 
take-home pay.

Housing assistance Subsidizes rents for families whose income falls below a certain level. Program is federally funded, 
with monies allocated directly to the cities and towns that administer the funds.

School lunch/
breakfast programs

Provide nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free meals to schoolchildren whose families are income 
eligible.

State child care 
subsidies

Subsidize working families receiving TANF and other low-income working families. Funded by the 
federal government but distributed by states. Programs vary by state, but generally states will 
reimburse the family for the cost of child care up to a maximum amount.

Supplemental 
Security Income 
(SSI)

Makes cash payments to poor people who are old, disabled, or blind. Originally part of the Social 
Security Act of 1933, SSI benefits today are given to people with low income or capital who are 65 or 
older, disabled people with an impairment that would keep them from working, or disabled children 
who are also poor. The program is paid for by the general revenues of the United States and, in 
states that supplement SSI, from state funds.

Unemployment 
insurance

Provides economic security to workers who become unemployed through no fault of their own (e.g., 
when they are laid off). Monthly benefits depend on length of employment, base pay, and average 
weekly wage. The program is funded by a tax on employers and is run by states, which can set the 
amount of benefits, the length of time that workers can receive benefits, and eligibility 
requirements.

Table 17.2

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) a 
federal program that provides vouchers to the poor to 
help them buy food

Food Stamp Economy Food Stamps and the Minimum Wage
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SnApShOt oF AMeRiCa: WhAt Do OuR FaMiLeS LoOk LiKe?
Types of households

Size of housholds

FEMALE HOUSEHOLDER
 (living alone)

MALE HOUSEHOLDER
 (living alone)

MALE HOUSEHOLDER
 (not living alone)

FEMALE HOUSEHOLDER
 (not living alone)

MARRIED COUPLE FAMILY
(Includes couples without
children)

MALE HOUSEHOLDER
(No spouse present)

FEMALE HOUSEHOLDER
(No spouse present)

Behind the Numbers

The household of the future bares only a faint resemblance to the stereotypical family of a 
mom, a dad, and a couple of kids. What factors might explain these changes? Assuming the 
trends continue, what do they mean for the demands for di�erent types of housing or for 
things like public support school funding? For electoral politics?


