
SNAP Employment and  
Training Program

The Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as Food Stamps) is 
a critical component of America’s safety net for unemployed and underemployed workers, 
providing assistance for an estimated 45.8 million individuals as of May 2011.1 Unfortunately, many 
of these individuals lack the skills and credentials necessary to succeed in today’s economy: in Fiscal Year 
(FY) 2010, four out of five SNAP households did not include anyone with education beyond high school, 
while an estimated one-third of households did not even include a high school graduate.2 

With two-thirds of jobs created over the next decade expected to require at least some form of 
postsecondary education,3 expanding access to education and training for SNAP recipients is critical to 
ensuring that individuals can transition into family-supporting employment. The SNAP Employment and 
Training program (SNAP E&T) is one key resource available to help states and localities address the needs 
of these individuals.

Background

Since the 1970s, SNAP has included various employment and training requirements for adult recipients 
to maintain eligibility. The SNAP E&T program was established as part of the Food Security Act of 1985 
to help recipients meet these requirements, and to gain the skills, training, or experience to increase 
their ability to obtain regular employment. The program is administered on the federal level by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS).

SNAP E&T has historically been underutilized as a resource for workforce development activities, 
but innovative efforts on the state and local level—coupled with recent statutory and regulatory 
improvements—have put new focus on the potential for SNAP E&T to respond to the skill needs of SNAP 
recipients. Congress should continue to strengthen SNAP E&T to support the broadest possible range of 
education and training opportunities for SNAP recipients, and ensure that sufficient funding is available to 
serve all participants who could benefit from such services. 

Current Legislative Status

SNAP E&T was originally authorized under the Food Stamp Act of 1977, and most recently amended 
by the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (FCEA).4 The program is due for reauthorization in 
2012 as part of the nutrition title of the federal “Farm Bill.” Leaders on the House and Senate Agriculture 
Committees sought to include a Farm Bill reauthorization in the deficit reduction recommendations that 
were to be proposed by the “Super Committee” established under the Budget Control Act of 2011;5 that bill 
reportedly would have cut $23 billion over ten years for agriculture programs—including about $4 billion 
in SNAP funding cuts—although it is not believed that SNAP E&T was cut under the proposal. 

Fiscal conservatives in Congress are increasingly targeting SNAP E&T as part of a broader political 
argument about the effectiveness of federal job training programs. Some policymakers argue that the 
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SNAP E&T At-A-Glance

Statute. The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as most recently amended by the Food, Conservation, 
and Energy Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-246). 

Administration. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). 

Reauthorization. Authorized through Fiscal Year 2012. 

Federal funding. Overall federal and state funding was $528.7 million in Fiscal Year 2009, of 
which the federal share was $313.3 million. 

Type of program. Combination of formula grants and reimbursements to states for 
qualifying expenses.

Institutions providing services. Can include a variety of local organizations such as 
community colleges, community-based organizations, and one-stop career centers 
authorized under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA).

Participants served. In Fiscal Year 2009, approximately 2.2 million individuals participated 
in SNAP E&T programs. 

Policy recommendations.

	 Establish incentives for states to increase the number and percentage of SNAP 
recipients enrolled in postsecondary education and training, as well as the number 
of participants earning degrees, certificates, and other credentials with value in the 
labor market.

	 Increase the current cap on 100 percent formula grants to help states respond more 
effectively to rising demand, and reject any efforts to eliminate or cap the 50-50 
reimbursement funding for states.

	 Institute performance measures for SNAP E&T programs that are aligned with 
requirements under other federal training programs, and ensure that such 
performance measures also recognize interim outcomes—such as basic skills gains, 
obtaining a GED, or completing a module of a training program. 
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program is duplicative of other programs aimed at low-income individuals. This in turn has led to 
several proposals to eliminate the program or consolidate it with other training programs.6 Given the 
recent focus on deficit reduction on Capitol Hill—and limited awareness or understanding of SNAP 
E&T in Congress—there is some danger that the program could face significant restructuring or outright 
elimination in 2012.   

Funded Activities

Each state is required by law to operate a SNAP E&T program, though they are given substantial flexibility 
in the design and scope of their programs. States must submit annual state E&T plans identifying, among 
other things: the E&T components the state agency plans to offer; the categories and types of individuals 
the state agency intends to exempt from E&T participation; characteristics of the population the state 
agency intends to place in E&T; and the geographic areas covered and not covered by the E&T plan, along 
with the type of services to be offered in those areas.7 

Services funded under the program must include one or more of the following components:

	 Job search activities;

	 Job search training, including skills assessments, job finding clubs, training in employability 
techniques, and job placement services;

	 Workfare programs;

	 Programs designed to improve the employability of eligible individuals through actual work 
experience, training, or both;

	 Educational programs to improve basic skills and literacy;

	 Programs designed to increase an individual’s self-sufficiency through self-employment;

	 Programs to provide job retention service for up to 90 days following employment; or

	 Other employment, educational, or training programs approved by the Secretary of Agriculture 
or the state.

In FY 2010:

	 16 states included a workfare component in their E&T program; 

	 22 states offered a work experience component; 

	 35 states offered education components, including adult education, vocational training, 
and postsecondary education;

	 13 states offered job retention services; and

	 12 states offered training services administered under the federal Workforce Investment 
Act (WIA).8 
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Eligibility 

There are two categories of SNAP E&T participants, mandatory participants and voluntary participants. 
States have significant discretion in determining who may be served through E&T programs, including 
whether or not to make E&T participation mandatory for any participants, and how many participants 
may be served through the program.

Mandatory SNAP E&T Participants

Mandatory SNAP E&T participants are SNAP recipients who do not qualify for a federal work registration 
exemption or a state E&T exemption, and who are required by the state to participate in an E&T program 
as a condition of receiving benefits. There is no federal requirement that any SNAP participant be made 
a mandatory E&T participant—it is at the state’s discretion—and states can run entirely voluntary 
SNAP E&T programs. Mandatory participants are subject to sanctions for failure to comply with E&T 
participation requirements, including loss of SNAP eligibility.

All SNAP recipients between the ages of 16-59 are subject to federal work registration requirements, 
meaning they must register for work at an appropriate employment office, participate in an employment 
and training program if assigned by a state agency, and accept an offer of suitable employment. Failure to 
comply with work requirements can result in the loss of SNAP eligibility. Statutory exemptions exist for 
individuals who are:

	 Physically or mentally unfit for employment;

	 Complying with a work requirement under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) program;

	 Responsible for the care of a child under six or an incapacitated person;

	 Receiving unemployment benefits;

	 Participating in an alcohol or drug treatment rehabilitation program; 

	 Enrolled at least half time in any recognized school, training program, or institution 
of higher education;9 or

	 Already working at least 30 hours per week.

Overall, relatively few SNAP recipients are subject to work requirements: of the 32.9 million participants 
in SNAP programs in FY 2009, less than 4.3 million (13 percent) were required to register for work.10 

Individuals who are exempt from work registration requirements are also exempt from any SNAP E&T 
requirements. However, it is not the case that individuals who are not exempt from the work registration 
requirements are automatically mandatory SNAP E&T participants. States are not required to assign 
any participants for mandatory E&T. However, earlier versions of the program included performance 
measures that were intended to focus state efforts on this population,11 and mandatory participants still 
make up around 80 percent of total E&T participants nationally. Workforce and nutrition advocates have 
long expressed concerns about the use of mandatory E&T because of the high risks participants face for 
sanctions or eligibility restrictions in the event of non-compliance.
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Voluntary SNAP E&T Participants

Voluntary SNAP E&T participants are SNAP recipients who qualify for a federal or state exemption, but 
choose anyway to participate in an E&T component. Voluntary E&T participants may not be sanctioned 
for failure to participate in an E&T component.

Recently, some states have been utilizing their authority under the law to exempt all SNAP recipients from 
participation in E&T, and operate their programs on an all-volunteer basis. This approach allows states to 
focus investments on participants who may have greater motivation to succeed in education and training, 
while eliminating concerns about sanctions for non-compliance and reducing administrative burdens for 
state and local providers. At least 23 states were offering all-volunteer programs as of FY 2011.12 

One important change in the 2008 Farm Bill reauthorization was the elimination of a restriction limiting 
voluntary participants to 120 hours per month of combined training and employment activities.13 This 
provision meant that individuals working 30 hours per week or more were effectively prohibited from 
participating in E&T activities, limiting the ability of low-wage SNAP recipients to obtain training or 
education to improve their employment and career prospects.

SNAP E&T Funding 

All states may receive three types of federal funding for SNAP E&T programs: E&T Program Grants (“100 
percent funds”), ABAWD or “pledge state” grants, and 50 percent reimbursement grants (“50-50 funds”).

E&T Program Grants

Every year, each state is allocated a program grant—a set dollar amount determined by formula—to 
fund its SNAP E&T program.15 This money, often referred to as “100 percent funds,” must be used to 
pay for E&T programs and for the planning, implementation and operation of a state E&T program. 
Costs covered by this grant include administrative expenses, such as SNAP agency staff working with 
employment and training providers to develop SNAP E&T components, performing assessments, 
placing participants in E&T components, and case management. One hundred percent funds can also 
be used to provide direct services, such as operating training programs, whether spent directly by the 
administering agency or through a contract. These services may be provided by the SNAP administering 
agency, by contract with employment and training providers such as community-based organizations 
(CBOs) or community colleges, or by purchasing services at market rate in the same way an individual 
would purchase the service. One hundred percent funds cannot be used to pay for the reimbursement of 
participant expenses. However, they can be used to purchase necessary supplies or services for participants, 
even if those items might ordinarily be provided through a reimbursement. Every year some states do not 
obligate or expend their full 100 percent allocation. FNS may reallocate these funds to other states that 
request additional 100 percent funds, although reallocated money may not always become available. 



Able-Bodied Adults without Dependents

Under the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (welfare 
reform), Congress established additional work registration requirements and time limits 
for individuals identified as able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs). ABAWDs 
between the ages of 18 and 49 may not receive SNAP benefits for more than three months in 
any 36 month period unless they do one of the following:

	 Work at least 20 hours a week;

	 Participate in a qualified work program (which may include a SNAP E&T program) 
for 20 hours per week;

	 Engage in any combination of work and participation in a work program for 20 
hours per week; or

	 Participate in a “workfare” program.

Months in which individuals subject to this provision do not comply with their work 
requirement count toward their three months of eligibility. After three months of 
participation without meeting these requirements, participants cannot receive additional 
SNAP benefits unless they are in compliance with the work requirements, or until after the 
36 month period expires.

By statute, states may request waivers of up to two years for ABAWDs in local areas with an 
unemployment rate above 10 percent or for areas with insufficient jobs. States also have the 
flexibility to exempt a limited number of unemployed ABAWDs from the three-month time 
limit. FNS determines the number of yearly exemptions for each state by formula; states may 
carry over unused exemptions from any given year into the following year. The American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (Recovery Act)14 temporarily suspended restrictions on 
ABAWD participation in SNAP between April 1, 2009 and September 30, 2010, except in 
states that continue to offer qualifying work opportunities.

As with other work-registered participants, states are not required to assign ABAWDs 
to SNAP E&T as a mandatory participant. States may serve ABAWDs as voluntary E&T 
participants to help such individuals to meet their work requirements. Some activities 
allowable under SNAP E&T—such as job search activities—do not satisfy the ABAWD work 
requirements.
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ABAWD Grants

ABAWD, or “pledge state”, grants are available for states that pledge to offer and provide a qualifying 
work or training opportunity—including education, training, or workfare opportunities—for ABAWDs 
entering their third and final month of SNAP eligibility. Total grants are capped at $20 million per year, 
and are allocated to states on a formula that takes into account the relative share of ABAWDs in a state 
compared to all other “pledge” states. 

Fifty Percent Reimbursement Grants 

In addition to the formula grants, the federal government will provide reimbursements to states of up to 
50 percent of actual expenses for:

	 Administrative costs that exceed the state’s funding under the E&T formula grant; and

	 E&T participant expenses directly related to participation in the program such as dependent care 
costs, transportation, safety equipment, and supplies and books.

This funding is commonly referred to as “50-50 funds,” since the federal government will reimburse 
50 percent of the costs of such activities. Annual federal funding for 50-50 funds is not capped, 
although states may set their own participant reimbursement caps. States may partner with third-party 
organizations—including community colleges and CBOs—to offer E&T components, and may use either 
100 percent administrative funds or 50 percent reimbursement funds, as appropriate, to cover third-party 
expenses. 

Current Funding Levels

In FY 2009, combined federal and state funding for SNAP E&T totaled $528.7 million, with the federal 
share (including both 100 percent formula funds and 50 percent reimbursements) at $313.3 million.16 
Combined state and federal funding for program administration was approximately $425.9 million, while 
combined funding for participant reimbursements was approximately $102.9 million.

Populations Served Through SNAP E&T

In FY 2009, more than 2.2 million individuals participated in SNAP E&T programs, of which about 80 
percent (1.8 million) were mandatory participants.17 The majority of SNAP E&T participants (60 percent) 
used the program to pursue education leading to a high school diploma or GED. A small percentage 
(1.6 percent) of participants used the program to pursue postsecondary education leading to a degree or 
diploma, and even fewer (0.2 percent) used the program to pursue vocational training.

Institutions Providing SNAP E&T-Funded Services

A variety of local organizations, including community colleges, CBOs and one-stop centers under WIA, 
may deliver SNAP E&T-funded services.

In part because of dwindling resources for other federal education and training programs, there has been 
increase state interest in using E&T funds to help individuals participate in education and training at 
institutions of higher education. In May 2009, FNS issued a memo regarding the appropriate use of SNAP 
E&T funds to support educational costs, identifying four key points:18 

	 The education component must be described in the state’s E&T plan of operations and reviewed 
and approved by FNS;



	 A participant—whether mandatory or voluntary—must be assigned to or placed in the approved 
education component by the state agency as part of the participant’s overall self-sufficiency plan. 
Self-initiated placements during the period of enrollment in E&T are acceptable provided that 
the E&T program has a suitable, approved education component and the state agency accepts the 
placement;

	 Federal funds—whether 100 percent grant or 50 percent reimbursement—made available to 
operate an education component must not be used to supplant non-federal funds being used for 
existing services and activities. The state agency may use federal funds to operate its approved 
education component to the extent that E&T component costs exceed the normal cost of services 
provided to students not participating in E&T; and

	 A SNAP recipient who is an eligible student already attending an institution (without benefit of 
E&T participation) is exempt from SNAP work requirements, including E&T participation. The 
student may volunteer to participate in another E&T activity, but because their current education 
costs are already being met it is inappropriate to use E&T funds to cover those expenses.

FNS issued further guidance in March 2010 indicating that SNAP E&T cannot be charged for services at a 
higher cost than would be charged to the general public. Federal funds can be used to pay for education and 
supportive services offered by educational institutions, as long as those services are above and beyond those 
offered to non-E&T students or are offered at cost, and the services are outlined in the state E&T plan.19 

In guidance issued in August 2010, FNS clarified that students enrolled at least half-time in an institution of 
higher education through a SNAP E&T or equivalent state or local program may qualify for SNAP benefits 
if they are enrolled in the educational activity prior to applying for benefits and otherwise meet eligibility 
requirements.20  

Relationship to Other Programs

The law requires that SNAP E&T services be available through the state workforce development system. 
However, WIA does not list SNAP E&T as a mandatory partner in the one-stop system (it is listed as an 
optional partner). As a result, there is no requirement that SNAP E&T be represented on state and local 
workforce investment boards (WIBs), nor is SNAP E&T required to provide financial support to the 
one-stop infrastructure or enter into memoranda of understanding regarding services to be offered through 
the one-stops.

In general, SNAP E&T funds may not be used to support individuals who are receiving TANF benefits. 
Providers are expected to explore other sources of education funding, including federal Pell Grants, before 
using E&T funds for tuition expenses.21 

SNAP recipients may participate in non-SNAP employment and training programs. In FY 2009, 
approximately 2.37 million recipients participated in non-SNAP E&T employment and training programs 
(including TANF-funded programs) compared to 2.24 million SNAP E&T participants.22 

Performance Accountability 

The law currently contains no performance measures for SNAP E&T, although states have considerable 
flexibility to identify what outcome measures to collect. There is growing federal attention—across all 
workforce development programs, not just SNAP E&T—to whether or not investments in education  
and training are effective. Therefore, it is important that any well-designed SNAP E&T program collect 
rigorous participation and outcome data. It is likely that FNS will soon develop regulations specifying 
what outcome data states must collect. Such requirements are also likely to be included when Congress 
reauthorizes the program. 
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To download the complete version 

of National Skills Coalition’s Training Policy in Brief, 

visit www.nationalskillscoalition.org/InBrief.

Policy Recommendations

Increase Participation in Postsecondary Education and Training 

Many SNAP E&T recipients face barriers to employment because they lack the skills necessary to get and 
keep well-paying jobs. Despite this, fewer than 7 percent of all recipients participated in a SNAP E&T 
program in FY 2009, with only 36,000 participants (out of nearly 33 million participants nationwide) 
enrolled in postsecondary education, and only about 5,000 enrolled in vocational training. Congress 
should establish incentivizes for states to increase the number and percentage of SNAP recipients 
enrolled in postsecondary education and training, as well as the number of participants earning degrees, 
certificates, and other credentials with value in the labor market.   

Increase Funding for SNAP E&T  

SNAP E&T participation has risen sharply in recent years, increasing more than 20 percent between 
FY 2008 and FY 2009 alone. However, funding for the program has not kept pace: the 100 percent E&T 
program grants have been capped at $90 million since 2004, and the FY 2012 omnibus appropriations 
bill further reduced this funding to $79 million.23 Congress should increase this cap to help states respond 
more effectively to rising demand, and should reject any efforts to eliminate or cap the 50-50 funding that 
provides flexibility for states to partner with community colleges, community-based organizations, and 
other providers to serve the needs of SNAP E&T participants.     

Establish Performance Measures for SNAP E&T 

One criticism of the SNAP E&T program is the lack of statutory performance measures, which makes it 
difficult to assess the effectiveness or progress of state programs in meeting the employment and training 
needs of participants. The lack of performance metrics also makes it difficult to coordinate SNAP-funded 
services with other federal job training programs, as those programs may seek to exclude very low-skilled 
SNAP recipients that might negatively impact performance rates. Congress should consider instituting 
outcome metrics for SNAP E&T programs that are aligned with requirements under other programs to 
enhance collaboration and expand the range of employment and training services for SNAP participants. 
Since most SNAP E&T participants have multiple barriers to employment, Congress should ensure that 
such performance measures also recognize interim outcomes—such as basic skills gains, obtaining a GED, 
or completing a module of a training program—even if other barriers still prevent the participant from 
entering the labor market.   
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Regular Work Program Requirements Three Month Time Limit

Who is Subject to 
Requirement

All participants between the ages of 16 and 60 
unless exempt. Requirements may vary among 
participants.

All participants over 18 and under 50 who are not 
disabled and do not live with a child. 

Who is Exempt • Person under 16 or 60 or older
• 16 or 17 year old if not head of household 
• Students in recognized programs
• Person physically or mentally unfit for 

employment (state agency defines physical and 
mental fitness)

• Person complying with TANF work requirement  
• Household member caring for a child under 6 or 

an incapacitated person
• Person receiving unemployment compensation 
• Regular participant in a drug addiction or 

alcoholic treatment and rehabilitation program
• Person working 30 hours (or earning federal 

minimum wage x 30 ) per week

• Person exempt from work requirements
• Person under 18 or 50 years of age or older
• Person who is “medically certified as physically or 

mentally unfit for employment”
• Person who lives in a household with a child
• Person working at least 20 hours per week 
• Pregnant woman

Definition of  
Physically or  
Mentally Unfit  
for Employment

• State agency defines physical and mental fitness
• Cannot be less restrictive than a comparable used 

by the state’s TANF program

• Receiving disability benefits (temporary or 
permanent, government or private source);

• Medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for 
employment; or

• If the unfitness is not obvious, provides a statement 
from a physician, physician’s assistant, nurse, nurse 
practitioner, representative of the physician’s office, 
psychologist, social worker, or other appropriate 
medical personnel, that he or she is unfit for 
employment.

Definition of  
Compliance

Participant must engage in activities assigned. 
Participant is excused for “good cause.” If no 
activity assigned or is voluntary, participant has  
no responsibility.

Participant must find, participate in, and provide 
documentation of participation in an acceptable work 
activity. State agency does not have to provide an 
activity.

Number of Hours 
Required*

For mandatory participants, up to the number 
of hours equal to the value of the FS allotment 
divided by minimum wage or 120 hours per month 
(whichever is less).* No limit for volunteers.

80 hours per month

What Activities  
can Fulfill the  
Requirement

• Job search program
• Job search training program 
• Workfare program
• Actual work experience or training
• Supported work program, WIA, or state or  

local E&T program 
• Educational programs or activities that  

directly enhance employability (GED,  
literacy training, ESL) 

• A self-employment program
• Paid employment

Same activities, except that job search or job search 
training programs do not count.  

(Exception: people participating in Section 20 
workfare can count job search for one month.)

Penalty for 
Noncompliance

If mandatory placement and no good cause, 
disqualified until complies, but not less than:
• 1st offense: 1-3 months
• 2nd offense: 3 to 6 months
• 3rd offense: 6 months or longer, or permanently

Can receive food stamps for only 3 months in 36 
during which participant does not document 80 
hours of acceptable work activity. Under limited 
circumstances participant can earn a second period of 
eligibility of three consecutive months.

Appendix: Comparison of SNAP Work Requirements and Time Limits

* The total time spent by all mandatory household members collectively each month in an E&T work program, combined with 
any hours worked that month in a workfare program, must not exceed the number of hours equal to the household’s allotment for 
that month divided by the applicable minimum wage. The total hours of participation in an E&T component plus hours worked 
by any individual household member in any month must not exceed 120.
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