
 
 
 
 
 

Background 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) is the Nation’s largest nutrition 
assistance program, disbursing nearly $54 billion 
in benefits in fiscal year (FY) 2019 to an average 
monthly caseload of more than 17 million 
households. Nearly all households receive 
benefits through an electronic benefit transfer 
(EBT), facilitating examination of the patterns of 
SNAP benefit redemption, particularly related to 
the timing and amount of transactions and the rate 
at which households exhaust their benefits. This 
study focuses on redemption patterns in fiscal 
year (FY) 2017 and also makes comparisons with 
findings from two similar studies conducted for 
FY 2003 and FY 2009. 

This study also examines spending behaviors 
identified as atypical – months in which a benefit 
is received but the household does not make a 
transaction, an ending monthly balance greater 
than $200, and out-of-State transactions that 
occur beyond the State’s border counties. 

The study relies primarily on records of EBT 
transactions from the Anti-Fraud Locator using 
EBT Retailer Transactions (ALERT), authorized 
retailer information from the Store Tracking and 
Redemption System (STARS), and SNAP 
Quality Control (QC) data. 

Findings 
In FY 2017, SNAP households made an average 
of 9.4 purchase transactions per month using 
their benefits, spending an average of $27.36 per 
transaction. This was an increase in the number of 
transactions compared to the prior study periods 
and a decrease in the dollar amounts per 
transaction.  

 
Average Monthly Transaction Amount and Number of Transactions 

 
Dollar values converted to FY 2017 dollars using Consumer Price Index values 
Source: 2003: Cole & Lee (2005); 2009: Castner & Henke (2011); 2017: Insight 
tabulations of FY 2017 Anti-Fraud Locator using EBT Retailer Transactions 
(ALERT) and Store Tracking and Redemption System (STARS) data 

 
On average, SNAP households had redeemed 
more than three-fourths of their benefits by 
the middle of the month.  On the day of 
issuance, the average household redeemed 16.5 
percent of its benefit, and 89.1 percent by day 21. 
Households ultimately redeemed 95.9 percent of 
their monthly benefit by the end of the day before 
receiving their next issuance.  The rate of benefit 
exhaustion in FY 2017 is somewhat slower than 
in the FY 2003 and FY 2009 studies. 
 

Cumulative Proportion of Benefits Redeemed by Day of the Month 

Year 
Percentage of Benefits Redeemeda 

Day 1 Day 7 Day 14 Day 21 
End of 
Month 

2003 20.4 59.5 79.8 90.8 97.3 

2009 21.9 59.6 79.7 90.9 97.4 

2017 16.5 56.7 77.6 89.1 95.9 
a The monthly benefit is the amount issued in current month. Percentage 
redeemed does not reflect spending of benefits carried over from prior months. 
Source: 2003: Cole & Lee (2005); 2009: Castner & Henke (2011); 2017: Insight 
tabulations of FY 2017 Anti-Fraud Locator using EBT Retailer Transactions 
(ALERT) and Store Tracking and Redemption System (STARS) data  
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Percentage of households ever inactive:  6.2 percent 
Percentage inactive more than one month:  14 percent 
 

Redemption patterns varied by subgroup, 
mostly tied to the size of the total benefit 
available and/or the household’s size.  
Households with children shopped at more stores, 
made almost twice as many transactions, and 
spent more per transaction compared to 
households without children. Households with 
elderly members shopped at fewer stores, made 
fewer transactions and spent less in the month 
than other household types. 
 
The average amount of SNAP benefits carried 
over into the next month was $10.72, and the 
average account balance at the end of the 
month was $25.01 (including unspent issuance 
from prior months).  Both benefits carried over 
and end-of-month account balance increase in 
relation to the size of the household’s monthly 
issuance. 
 
Over 82 percent of SNAP benefits were 
redeemed at supermarkets or super stores, in 
comparison to 4.1 percent at large or medium 
grocery stores, 1.2 percent at small grocery 
stores, and 5.5 percent at convenience stores.  
The largest average transaction across store types 
was $39.23 at supermarkets or super stores. The 
smallest average was $7.17 at convenience stores.   
Only 4.6 percent of households never redeemed 
benefits in a supermarket or super store while 
34.7 percent of households only redeemed 
benefits at a supermarket or super store. 
 
During the year, 6.2 percent of households 
had at least 1 month when they did not 
redeem any of their benefits.  Most of these 
households were inactive for only 1 month.  The 
share of households that were inactive declines as 
the monthly benefit issuance amount rises. 

Percentage of Households Ever Inactive by Benefit Issuance Amount 

 
Source: Insight tabulations of FY 2017 Anti-Fraud Locator using EBT Retailer 
Transactions (ALERT) and Store Tracking and Redemption System (STARS) data 

On average, 1.4 percent of households had 
ending balances greater than $200 in 2 
consecutive months (adjusted for States or 
territories with higher maximum allotments). Of 
these households, 55.4 percent had a monthly 
benefit issuance of $200 or more. Nearly 80 
percent redeemed benefits most frequently at 
supermarkets and super stores.  

About 2.6 percent of households made an out-
of-State transaction that occurred beyond the 
State’s border counties in 2 months in FY 2017.  
Most of these benefits were redeemed at 
supermarkets or super stores (70.7 percent), but 
14.0 percent were redeemed at convenience stores. 
The percentage of households with out-of-State 
transactions varied across the country from 0.4 
percent in Guam to 8.9 percent in the District of 
Columbia. 
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