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Introduction
Students, advocates, and policymakers alike have identified food insecurity among
college students as an impediment to the nation’s postsecondary attainment ambitions and a
financial crisis disproportionately befalling low-income students and students of color. 2 With
state budgets likely to be constrained for years by the ongoing impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic, 3 maximizing students’ receipt of federal food benefits must be a policy priority for
state lawmakers concerned with student hunger.
This paper examines the levels and causes of college students’ under-participation in
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which likely results in billions of dollars
in federal benefits going unclaimed every year. Using California as a case study, it leverages a
recent report commissioned by the California legislature to provide an estimate of the state’s
SNAP participation rate among college students that accounts for the numerous eligibility
criteria affecting student eligibility. These estimates suggest that, prior to the pandemic, as
much as $100 million per month in California was left unclaimed by college students. The paper
then considers the role of public investment by state governments to promote greater
participation in SNAP among college students.
College Students’ SNAP Eligibility and Participation
A longstanding federal benefit program, SNAP is one of the nation’s most versatile and
essential tools against hunger in the United States. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, SNAP
delivered an average of $125 per participant per month 4 to about 38 million participants per
year. 5 Following Congressional relief legislation passed in 2020, participating households in
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most states receive 115% of what was previously the maximum amount, $196 per person in a
four-person household. 6 SNAP is not intended to (nor designed to) completely cover a
participant’s food budget, 7 but it can be a critical lifeline for a student with no other recourse.
SNAP could, in theory, serve as a major source of assistance for low-income college
students. However, the program features a complex set of additional eligibility criteria for college
students on top of the eligibility criteria for the general public. By default, a student enrolled at
least half-time at a postsecondary institution is ineligible for SNAP: this is called the “SNAP
student eligibility rule” for short. An exception is made for a student who demonstrates one of
eleven possible exemptions, such as certain parental statuses and employment for at least
twenty hours per week. 8 Congressional leaders designed this rule more than forty years ago on
the assumption that college students are typically young, have no dependents, and derive
financial security through their families. 9 In a break from precedent, Congress added two
additional exemptions in December 2020 applying to students who have an Expected Family
Contribution (EFC) of $0 and students who are eligible to participate in a federal or state workstudy program. 10 These temporary exemptions will last until 30 days after the COVID-19 public
health emergency declaration is lifted.
Despite the recent addition of these two exemptions, dissimilarities between SNAP and
traditional financial aid have prevented integration of the SNAP application process into the
federal financial aid application (i.e. FAFSA) process. Unlike traditional financial aid, SNAP
benefits are allocated monthly rather than annually, and a person’s eligibility can fluctuate
month-to-month. SNAP benefits are also delivered at the level of the household rather than the
individual, and it matters for SNAP eligibility who the student buys groceries and prepares meals
with; financial aid is traditionally agnostic to this. Because the FAFSA and the SNAP application
cannot be combined, students may experience application fatigue as they navigate repeated
hurdles for aid.
This is one reason SNAP would likely be under-utilized by college students, but it is not
the only one. SNAP participants must regularly recertify their eligibility, and research has shown
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that the administrative burden of the recertification of eligibility leads to decreases in
participation. 11 Misinformation is also a significant barrier to program participation: 12 the
Government Accountability Office has found that many students and university administrators
alike are misinformed about how the student eligibility rules work and whether college students
can receive SNAP benefits at all. 13 The stigma of receiving government assistance is yet
another barrier. 14
The Department of Agriculture (U.S.D.A.) estimates that, in the general population, 84%
of SNAP-eligible people participated in the program in Fiscal Year 2017. 15 Determining the
participation rate for college students, however, faces two challenges of data availability. The
numerator—the number of college students receiving benefits—is seldom reported by states.
The denominator—the number of college students eligible for benefits—depends on the
numerous factors described above, from enrollment intensity to weekly hours worked to parental
statuses and more.
The American Community Survey (ACS), the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual supplement
to the decennial census, enables a partial view into this participation rate. Publicly available
microdata indicate whether an ACS respondent is enrolled in college, how many hours of work
they work weekly, whether their household participates in SNAP, and their income. Using these
data, Allison (2018) estimates that in 2015 about 18% of college students worked at least parttime and had incomes under 130% of federal poverty, 16 and only 18% of these students
received SNAP benefits. 17 By Allison’s estimates, this corresponds to approximately $4.2 billion
in unclaimed federal resources per year.
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As a data source for college students’ SNAP participation rates, the ACS is limited in
that it does not capture data on more than a few exemptions for students, and there is the
possibility of false positives for SNAP participation for households that are counted as one
household under ACS and would be treated as multiple households under SNAP. 18
Another helpful data source is the National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS),
a quadrennial survey of college students conducted by the National Center for Education
Statistics. NPSAS features variables that correspond to several exemptions, including working
20+ hours per week, certain parental statuses, and having a work-study job. In addition, NPSAS
imports respondents’ FAFSA data, which can serve as a proxy for the income information
students would use when applying for SNAP. 19 However, NPSAS is not a strong tool for
estimating the numerator of the participation rate, as it lacks information on respondents’
participation in SNAP while enrolled in college. 20
A recent data release from California helps to fill in the data gaps in NPSAS and the
ACS, enabling a snapshot of one state’s SNAP participation rate among undergraduate college
students. In the following section, we describe the methodology for this analysis and the
resultant participation rate. 21 If these results mirror national figures, then these results suggest
that SNAP participation among eligible college students who are subject to the complex student
eligibility rules may be even lower than previously estimated, and it underscores the scale of
benefits left unclaimed every year.
Estimating the SNAP Participation Rate in California, 2018-19
In 2019, the California legislature passed Senate Bill 77 and commissioned the
California Department of Social Services (CDSS) to report the number of college students
participating in SNAP (known as CalFresh in California). The bill also required CDSS to consult
with the University of California (UC), California State University (CSU), and the California
Community College system (CCCs) to develop an estimate of the number of public
postsecondary students who are eligible to receive CalFresh benefits. 22
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The SB 77 CalFresh Student Data Report, released by CDSS the following year, reports
that the annualized average number of California college students enrolled in SNAP in 2018-19
is 127,360. 23 This represents the number of students who were subject to the student eligibility
rule, were found to demonstrate an exemption, and also met all other eligibility criteria. 24
College students who are not subject to the student eligibility rule, such as those enrolled less
than half-time, are not included in this total.
CDSS was not able to break down this 127,360 by postsecondary sector (public vs.
private) or postsecondary level (undergraduate vs. graduate). However, ACS provides data on
household-level SNAP participation and, for college students, the student’s level of college
enrollment and whether it is a public or private institution. We used the 1-Year ACS Public Use
Microdata Sample (PUMS) for 2018 to estimate the percentage distribution of California college
students in SNAP-enrolled households by level and by sector, and we then applied this
distribution to the 127,360 figure. 25 This leads to the following subtotals by level and sector:
Table 1:
Undergraduate
students

Graduate students

Public institutions

104,777

6,184

Private institutions

12,800

3,599

Estimated California students subject to the student
eligibility rule who are enrolled in CalFresh (2018-19)

The analysis in this section is primarily concerned with the SNAP participation rate
among undergraduate students, and the estimates in the left column of Table 1 (104,77 and
12,800) serve as the numerator for the estimated participation rate.
Obtaining estimates of the number of eligible college students is more complicated. In
California, only students who are enrolled at least half-time and are 18-49 are subject to the
student eligibility rule. 26 One exemption is sufficient, but there are various exemptions a student
could demonstrate.
The NPSAS 2016 Undergraduate Survey 27 includes variables that correspond relatively
closely to a subset of exemptions, such as hours worked per week and information on students’
23
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statuses as parents. In addition, the SB 77 Data Report features the total number of
undergraduate students identified by the UC, CSU, and CCC systems to be holding an
exemption for each of four exemptions. These totals from CDSS fill in some of the gaps left by
NPSAS, and these two sources as a pair cover all but two of the eleven exemptions. 28 When
generating these totals the UC and CSU filtered by enrollment intensity (at least half-time) and
age (18-49). To account for enrollment intensity and age at the CCCs, we multiplied the CCC
totals in the SB 77 Data Report by the percentage of CCC students who are enrolled at least
half-time and are aged 18-49. 29
Table 2 lists the exemptions we used in our analysis, by data source. 30
Table 2:
Data source

Exemptions

CDSS SB 77
Data Report

-

Has a disability
Approved for work-study (data only available for UC and CSU) 31
In a program to increase employability
Receive a TANF-funded Cal Grant
Receive CalWORKS (i.e. TANF)

NPSAS:16
Undergraduate
Survey

-

Work 20+ hours per week (not including work study)
Qualify for a parental exemption (covers three of the eleven exemptions
listed under federal regulations)
Have a work-study job (used for private institutions and community colleges)

-

Acknowledging a large number of caveats (see below), we took the following approach
to estimating the number of California undergraduate students who are subject to the student
eligibility rule and are CalFresh-eligible:
●

28
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●

●

●

●

half-time and who are 18-49 for each of three sectors: the community colleges, public
four-years, and private institutions. We then applied this percentage to total headcount
undergraduate enrollment in 2018-19, derived from the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS), to obtain the sector-level estimates of undergraduates
subject to the student eligibility rule [Y].
(2) For each exemption whose sector-level total was provided by CDSS, we divided the
total by [Y] to get the percentages of undergraduates who are subject to the student rule
and who meet the exemption. For sectors where data was unavailable, such as for
private institutions, we imputed a percentage based on the available sector-level
percentages.
(3) For each exemption that we approached using NPSAS, we first filtered for in-state
California students enrolled at least half-time and aged 18-49, and we then recorded the
percentage of students who meet the exemption, e.g. the percentage of students
working 20+ hours per week (not including work-study).
(4) We then take each of these percentages and subtract it from 1, to obtain the
estimated percentage who do not meet the exemption. We then multiply these
percentages together to estimate the estimated percentage who do not have any
exemption. We then subtract this percentage from 1 to obtain the estimated percentage
who have at least one exemption. Multiplying this number by [Y] for each sector is our
estimate of the number of students who are subject to the student eligibility rule and
have at least one exemption [Z].
(5) Lastly, we accounted for two other important criteria for CalFresh eligibility: income
and citizenship. Using NPSAS, we found the percentage of undergraduate students by
sector who are subject to the student rule and who have incomes under 200% of federal
poverty (which qualifies a student for categorical eligibility in California) and who are
U.S. citizens. We multiplied these by the student totals produced by step 4 [Z].
This leads to the following estimates in Table 3:

Table 3:
Sector

Estimated California undergraduate students subject to the student
eligibility rule who are likely eligible for CalFresh (2018-19)

Community colleges

580,568

Public universities

176,263

Private institutions 33

176,431

With the values in Table 1 serving as our numerator and the values in Table 3 serving as
our denominator, we thus obtain the following participation rate estimates. (Because data from
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the ACS is used here and ACS does not distinguish between two-year and four-year institutions,
the rows for community colleges and public universities are combined.)
Table 4:
Sector

Estimated CalFresh participation rate among eligible undergraduate
students subject to the student eligibility rule (2018-19)

Public institutions

104,777 / 756,831 = 13.8%

Private institutions

12,800 / 176,431 = 7.3%

All institutions

117,577 / 933,262 = 12.6%

This analysis depends on certain assumptions, the most tenuous assumption being that
these exemptions represent statistically independent factors. In reality, they are likely not
independent: for example, it is almost certainly true that a student who works 20+ hours per
week is more likely than other students to be approved for work-study, and vice versa. As a
check on this assumption, we used the national NPSAS sample 34 and controlled for the
previous exemptions when estimating each next one; this is not possible while filtering for
California students due to sample size constraints, but it is feasible when using the national
sample. The results did not significantly vary from the results obtained when treating these
variables as statistically independent for California students: 12.3% for public undergraduates
compared to the baseline estimate of 13.8%.
Another limitation is that NPSAS is a sample, not a census, and it is uncertain how well
the sample estimates reflect the population. To get a sense of the scale of uncertainty, we
recorded the lower and upper bounds of the 95% confidence interval for every NPSAS statistic
we used. We then selected the set of bounds that produces the largest-possible participation
rate and found this maximized rate. We then selected the set of bounds that produces the
smallest-possible participation rate and found this minimized rate. Compared to the baseline
estimate of 13.8% for public undergraduates, the minimized rate is 12.7% and the maximized
rate is 15.3%. We find this level of confidence sufficient for our purposes, which is primarily to
illustrate that the participation rate for college students is concerningly far below the 84% rate of
the general public.
These estimates of the SNAP participation rate among eligible California undergraduate
students subject to the student eligibility rule are not far from the national 18% rate estimated by
Allison (2018) using the ACS. 35 The lower findings here may reflect differences in methodology
or state context; regardless, they add further evidence that SNAP is not being accessed by a
substantial share of eligible students. According to the baseline estimates presented here, there
exists a population of roughly 815,685 California undergraduate students who are subject to the
student eligibility rules and would likely be approved if they applied yet are not receiving these
34
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benefits: if they all received the pre-pandemic monthly average of $125, then the state would
see $100 million in new federal money flow to its students every month. 36 It stands to reason
that other states are in a similar position.

Policy Solutions and the Role of State Investment
The lack of transparency and predictability surrounding eligibility is likely a major
contributor to the under-participation of college students in SNAP. It follows that revision or
elimination of the SNAP student rule would likely reduce under-participation among college
students to a significant degree. However, the power to enact such changes rests solely with
Congress. Until such changes are made, state legislators must look to alternative policy options.
Policymakers have a large menu of options to improve the accessibility of SNAP for
college students. 37 Some pose virtually no costs to states, such as recent examples of state
SNAP agencies maximizing the number of postsecondary programs that are approved to
convey an exemption to participating students. 38 States can also work to modernize and
streamline their application systems, which pose upfront one-time costs. These are both
important and necessary tasks for state governments.
This section will examine a third factor, the role of ongoing public investment to increase
SNAP participation among college students. In the past five years, at least two states have
begun making investments through the public higher education appropriations process to
encourage institutions to inform students about SNAP and support students through the
application, with similar legislation introduced in others.
In 2017, Governor Jerry Brown of California signed Senate Bill 85, which contained
provisions that are known as the Hunger Free Campus legislation. The bill designates as a
“hunger free campus” any community college or public university campus that has a specified
employee charged with helping ensure students have the information needed to enroll in
CalFresh; an on-campus food pantry or regular food distributions on campus; and, for the UC
and CSU, a program for the sharing of unused meal credits. The bill allocated $7.5 million to
qualifying campuses, and since then the legislature has appropriated at least $47 million to
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address basic needs insecurity at public institutions. 39 In 2019, Governor Phil Murphy of New
Jersey signed Assembly Bill 4702, which makes similar designations and appropriates $1
million. Also in 2019, SF2415 in Minnesota established Hunger Free Campus designations for
community colleges and technical colleges but allocated no funding.
These Hunger Free Campus laws mark an important development in student food
security efforts and state higher education investment. According to the nonprofit Swipe Out
Hunger, California’s bill marked the first instance of state funding for higher education explicitly
targeting students’ basic need insecurity. 40 Since the passage of the bills in California, New
Jersey, and Minnesota, five states—Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, North Carolina, and
Pennsylvania—have seen Hunger Free Campus bills introduced. 41
The primary impact of Hunger Free Campus legislation on SNAP participation would
likely result from having a designated campus staff member inform students about the program
and assist them with the application. Experimental evidence indicates that providing information
about SNAP alone does not lead to enrollment as strongly as does information plus assistance
with the form, 42 a parallel to research on increasing FAFSA completion. 43
To learn about the successes of these staff members and notable barriers that they face,
we sent emails to food access coordinators and food pantry managers at each of the 23 CSU
campuses, asking for responses to a short list of questions. 44 This research is ongoing, however
the responses received underscore that this hands-on assistance for students meets a vital
need. 45
According to these responses, at least three distinguishable barriers make assistance
critical:
39
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you think I should know about your campus’s approach to helping students enroll in CalFresh?
45
Responses have been received from seven of the 23 campuses emailed.

●

County offices create bottlenecks. Although applications in many states can be started
online, every SNAP application must be approved by a county caseworker. There is
significant variation across counties in the smoothness of this approval process: in some
counties, an application will be processed on-the-spot, and in others it will take much
longer. The role of technology also differs: for example, some counties still require forms
to be faxed, and sometimes forms cannot be delivered when a fax machine gets
jammed.
● Myths and misunderstandings can cause students not to apply. Respondents say
students can be wary of applying if they believe they are taking benefits away from
someone else who is more in need (which does not occur) or that receiving the benefits
will negatively impact their taxes or financial aid eligibility (which is, in most cases, not
true).
● SNAP policies are frequently changing. Revisions to federal law and changes to
practices at the state and county level can mean that printed informational resources
grow outdated quickly.
A rigorous evaluation of the effectiveness of these SNAP application assistants is outside the
scope of this paper. But, given the barriers described above, it makes sense that it would help a
student to have contact with a trained, knowledgeable campus staff member who is familiar with
SNAP policies, practices, and the county staff who approve applications. We also hear from
campus staff members that training student volunteers can help normalize the use of SNAP
benefits and reduce stigma. 46
However, recall from Table 4 that there are as many as 650,000 California
undergraduates at public institutions who are likely SNAP-eligible but do not receive benefits.
The state’s Hunger Free Campus legislation requires campuses to have one staff member
designated to support students with SNAP applications (at a minimum), while the public higher
education system serves more than 2.8 million students. According to public documents, staff at
the UC supported about 12,850 students completing SNAP applications in 2018-19. 47
(Comparable data from the CSU and CCC systems could not be found.) Though this is a
valuable foundation to build on, it suggests there is still more room to grow.
Hiring a sufficient number of staff requires sufficient investment, particularly at
institutions that would otherwise lack the funding to create such positions. California’s
lawmakers have put forth significant funding, more than $50 million, to address basic need
security since 2017. By contrast, only $1 million per year has been appropriated by the New
Jersey legislature since 2019 to support legislation that functions very similarly to California’s,
and Minnesota has not yet appropriated funding. Bills in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and
46

One staff member shared this perspective on the role of stigma and stereotypes: “For many students,
this is the first time they have been on their own and away from their parents. Many students do not know
about resources to help assist them, do not know how to ask for help or do not want to ask for help in fear
of taking it from others or for fear of looking weak or needy to their peers. Students may think that
receiving ‘food stamps’ is only for a certain type of population and not them. Students often do not grasp
that SNAP assistance can help them further their academic, physical, mental and social aspects of their
lives and it is nothing to be ashamed of.”
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Maryland would appropriate $1 million, $1 million, and $150,000 in annual funding, respectively.
Although this paper does not provide a rigorous cost analysis, we recommend that, as more
states consider enacting Hunger Free Campus legislation, the precedent of initial appropriations
alone should not dictate the levels of investment lawmakers make. They should, to the extent
possible, assess what levels of funding would be needed to match the level of need for
assistance. If this paper’s estimates from California are representative of the nation overall, then
upwards of 8 in 10 eligible students may be failing to receive benefits; this should indicate that
the level of unmet need for information and assistance is substantial.
In addition, state lawmakers should consider all possible avenues for drawing down
federal funds in support of assistance with SNAP applications. According to staff members at
CSU campuses, some SNAP application assistants were already funded prior to the state’s
Hunger Free Campus legislation through a grant with the California Department of Social
Services and the Center for Health Communities in Chico, CA. Under 7 U.S.C. 2020 and 7
U.S.C. 2025, state agencies can receive 50% federal reimbursement for SNAP outreach that
targets underserved groups and provides information about eligibility: as this paper has argued,
college students are a prime example. 48 Higher education leaders should explore how this
opportunity can be leveraged and combined with legislation such as Hunger Free Campus,
potentially doubling the allocations to institutions through the federal match.
Conclusion
SNAP is one of the nation’s most vital anti-poverty programs. Enrolling in SNAP is
associated with an improvement in food security, 49 and research shows that it decreases the
prevalence of poverty in the U.S. by about 4.4%, with particularly strong effects on child
poverty. 50 However, the degree to which college students are not receiving the benefits they are
entitled to—coinciding with the high rates of financial insecurity that preceded the COVID-19
pandemic and has likely been exacerbated by it—presents an urgent need for policy solutions.
This paper has presented an analysis of SNAP participation among eligible college
students in California in 2018-19: these estimates suggest that hundreds of millions of dollars
were left unclaimed by students in that one state alone over one year, and they underscore how
the barriers to participation likely cause millions of college students to experience food insecurity
who perhaps would not if they could enroll in the program. This analysis works within significant
data constraints, and further exploration of the SNAP participation rate using administrative data
would enable more precise estimates.
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Ideally, the SNAP participation rate among eligible college students could serve as an
important indicator of the extent to which state and local resources are enabling students to
navigate this complex application process. However, obtaining such estimates across more
states would depend on greater collection of administrative data on student exemptions or
alternative measures such as student surveys. 51
While low estimates of the SNAP participation rate indicate challenges, they also
indicate opportunities. Investments in support for students’ SNAP participation can have a
multiplier effect, where each individual dollar to support SNAP outreach and assistance may
translate to much more than one dollar in benefits claimed by students, which in turn produces
an outsized impact on local economic activity. 52
As they pass Fiscal Year 2022 budgets this spring and summer, state leaders should
include additional funding for public institutions of higher education for SNAP outreach and
application assistance. The Hunger Free Campus model appears well-designed to establish
baseline frameworks for student assistance, though appropriations levels matter. Opportunities
to leverage additional sources of funding, such as federal and state money allocated by state
SNAP agencies for SNAP outreach, should be examined (and prioritized by higher education
leaders) as another facet of this strategy.
This paper’s particular focus on SNAP is not intended to downplay the importance of
other campus resources such as food pantries and emergency aid. With few exceptions,
international students and undocumented students cannot access SNAP; the student eligibility
system leaves some low-income students with genuine need ineligible; and the SNAP
application process can take weeks to complete. For these reasons, immediate and broadlyaccessible food resources will continue to be a necessity.
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To the authors’ knowledge, California is the first state to collect and release such information.
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